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INTRODUCTION




A feeble logic, whose finger beckons us to the dark spectacle of the Stalinist Soviet Union, affirms the bankruptcy of Bolshevism, followed by that of Marxism, followed by that of Socialism. . . . Have you forgotten the other bankruptcies? What was Christianity doing in the various catastrophes of society? What became of Liberalism? What has Conservatism produced, in either its enlightened or its reactionary form? If we are indeed honestly to weigh out the bankruptcies of ideology, we shall have a long task ahead of us. . . . And nothing is finished yet.


Victor Serge, 1947





WHEN I WAS but a callow and quarrelsome undergraduate, my moral and political tutors used to think that, by invoking the gentle admonition of there being nothing much new under the sun, they had found an indulgent but quenching reply to all distressful questions. That the words cited above should have been written two years before I was born, and forty years before Fukuyama gave tongue, strikes me therefore as – in that most overworked of the language’s most potent terms – an irony. And a pleasing irony at that, since it operates at the old foes’ expense. A turn or two of history’s wheel, a tug or so on Ariadne’s thread, and suddenly it is not the revolutionaries and idealists but the forces of reaction and tradition (to say nothing of the spokesmen for meliorism and compromise) who find themselves with much explanation due.


Not that Serge and his comrades ever sought to excuse or evade the crimes and illusions of the left, or to set these in any simplistic contrast to the horrors of the counter-revolution. On the contrary, they thought of social and cultural change, individual and collective emancipation, self-determination and internationalism, as subtly but surely indissoluble; for this reason they were the earliest and bravest opponents of Zhdanov, Stalin and all versions of the uniform and the correct. In dedicating these ensuing ephemera to the memory of the old brother-and-sisterhood of the left opposition, I’m conscious of a ridiculous disproportion which critics will easily be able to enlarge. But everyone has to descend or degenerate from some species of tradition, and this is mine.


If I may say it for myself, my last collection, Prepared for the Worst, ended on a slight premonition of the 1989 European and Russian revolutions: the axis, pivot and subtext of all commentary since. Even while I was writing about other matters (a ruling-class crime-wave in Washington here; a fresh calamity in the House of Windsor there; a fraudulent memoir; a power-hungry local intellectual) I was fighting to keep in mind that aspect of ‘history’ which, bewilderingly, both takes sides and fails to take sides. I swore off all metaphors that even hinted at the presence of owls, or the existence of Minerva. Still, I could see that it was wonderfully funny, as well as distinctly embittering, that our predominant culture, faced with one of the greatest episodes of liberation in the human record, chose to take it as no more than its due. Thus ‘we’ won the Cold War by the same exercise of natural right that ‘we’ enlisted in the Gulf War. Odd, this, when you consider that even the most Establishment teaching of history contains an inscription; the warning against hubris . . .


Even if I had not spent much of that bogus triumphal period in the wastes of Kurdistan and Bosnia, I like to think that I would have seen the hook protruding from this drugged bait. In Kurdistan, an improvised socialism and communitas held tenuously against tribalism within, as well as against Saddam Hussein, Nato à la Turque and Western opportunism without. In Sarajevo, the onrush of Christian fundamentalism, military arrogance and racialist toxin was kept at bay by men and women honouring the remnant of the Partisan tradition. In both cases, the role of ‘fascist’ and aggressor was played by a ruling socialist party – the Serbian Socialist and the Arab Ba’ath Socialist, to be exact – but this did no more than lend point to the dysfunction between nomenklatura and nomenclature that had been apparent to any thinking person since approximately 1927. So I couldn’t bring myself to see, in this or a score of other instances, the licence for Western liberal self-congratulation. And there has been something more than naïveté in those who affect surprise or shock at the release of impulses long-nurtured rather than (as the consoling sapience would have it) long buried.


Many things in this period have been hard to bear, or hard to take seriously. My own profession went into a protracted swoon during the Reagan– Bush–Thatcher decade, and shows scant sign of recovering a critical faculty – or indeed any faculty whatever, unless it is one of induced enthusiasm for a plausible consensus President. (We shall see whether it counts as progress for the same parrots to learn a new word.) And my own cohort, the left, shared in the general dispiriting move towards apolitical, atonal postmodernism. Regarding something magnificent, like the long-overdue and still endangered South African revolution (a jagged fit in the supposedly smooth pattern of axiomatic progress), one could see that Ariadne’s thread had a robust reddish tinge, and that potential citizens had not all deconstructed themselves into Xhosa, Zulu, Cape Coloured or ‘Eurocentric’; had in other words resisted the sectarian lesson that the masters of apartheid tried to teach them. Elsewhere, though, it seemed all at once as if competitive solipsism was the signifier of the ‘radical’; a stress on the salience not even of the individual, but of the trait, and from that atomization into the lump of the category. Surely one thing to be learned from the lapsed totalitarian system was the unwholesome relationship between the cult of the masses and the adoration of the supreme personality. Yet introspective voyaging seemed to coexist with dull group-think wherever one peered about among the formerly ‘committed’.


Traditionally then, or tediously as some will think, I saw no reason to discard the Orwellian standard in considering modern literature. While a sort of etiolation, tricked out as playfulness, had its way among the non-judgemental, much good work was still done by those who weighed words as if they meant what they said. Some authors, indeed, stood by their works as if they had composed them in solitude and out of conviction. Of these, an encouraging number spoke for the ironic against the literal mind; for the generously interpreted interest of all against the renewal of what Orwell termed the ‘smelly little orthodoxies’ – tribe and faith, monotheist and polytheist, being most conspicuous among these new/old disfigurements. In the course of making a film about the decaffeinated hedonism of modem Los Angeles, I visited the house where Thomas Mann, in another time of torment, wrote Dr Faustus. My German friends were filling the streets of Munich and Berlin to combat the recrudescence of the same old shit as I read:




This old, folkish layer survives in us all, and to speak as I really think, I do not consider religion the most adequate means of keeping it under lock and key. For that, literature alone avails, humanistic science, the ideal of the free and beautiful human being. [Italics mine]





The path to this concept of enlightenment is not to be found in the pursuit of self-pity, or of self-love. Of course to be merely a political animal is to miss Mann’s point; while, as ever, to be an apolitical animal is to leave fellow-citizens at the mercy of ideology. For the sake of argument, then, one must never let a euphemism or a false consolation pass uncontested. The truth seldom lies, but when it does lie it lies somewhere in between.


Christopher Hitchens


Washington DC, 4 January 1993
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STUDIES IN DEMORALIZATION






 



WHERE WERE YOU STANDING?*



WHEN PEOPLE CEASE to believe in God, remarked G.K. Chesterton slyly, they come to believe not in nothing but in anything. When people cease to trust the word of the authorities, it might be added, they often become not more sceptical but more credulous. A truly hard-headed person could object that those who believe in God or in the benign ways of the government were already prepared to believe in anything. But this would be to overlook the dark and fascinating territory mapped by Richard Hofstadter in his endlessly consultable study The Paranoid Style in American Politics.


DON DELILLO could have had Hofstadter open before him when he sketched the in-tray of General Edwin Walker, real-life leader of the Kennedyhating dingbat militia that convulsed parts of the South and West in the battle against liberalism and desegregation:




Letters from the true believers were stacked in a basket to his right The Christian Crusade women, the John Birch men, the semiretired, the wrathful, the betrayed, the ones who keep coming up empty. They had intimate knowledge of the Control Apparatus. It wasn’t just politics from afar. . . . The Apparatus paralysed not only our armed forces but our individual lives, frustrating every normal American ambition. [Emphasis added.]





If one takes the normal American ambition to be the pursuit of happiness, and charts the ways in which that pursuit is so cruelly thwarted, sooner or later one strikes across the wound profiles of Dallas, Texas on 22 November 1963. In those ‘six point nine seconds of heat and light’ or those ‘seven seconds that broke the back of the American century’, some little hinge gave way in the national psyche. The post-Kennedy period is often written up as a ‘loss of innocence’, a judgement which admittedly depends for its effect on how innocent you thought America had been until a quarter of a century ago. But, while Presidents had been slain before, they had generally been shot by political opponents of an identifiable if extreme sort, like Lincoln’s resentful Confederate or McKinley’s inarticulate anarchist. Moreover, the culprits were known, apprehended and questioned. With Kennedy’s murder, the Republic doomed itself to the repetitive contemplation of a tormenting mystery. Here is a country where information technology operates at a historically unsurpassed level; where anything knowable can in principle be known and publicized; where the bias is always in favour of disclosure rather than concealment; where the measure of attainment even in small-change discourse is the moon-shot. And nobody is satisfied that they know for certain what happened in the banal streets of Dealey Plaza. Coming up empty. . . .


Then, as if to heap Pelion upon Ossa, the assassin is assassinated. Some years ago, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a man of whom it could be said that he was as free of the paranoid trait as any American politician or analyst, published a reminiscence of that weird November. He had spent hours, he wrote, calling around a somnambulant Washington with one single, practical, urgent injunction. We have to secure Lee Harvey Oswald, he beseeched. We have to get him out of Dallas, out of the world of the Walkers and the Birchers, and in a sense back into America. We have to secure Oswald. Federal jurisdiction must be reimposed. Moynihan feared that if anything happened to Oswald, the nightmare would go on for ever. His short memoir reads today as chillingly as anything in Libra. The nation’s actual and hypothetical maximum-security prisoner was shot, while still handcuffed to his guards, by a fantasy-sodden huckster of showgirls. Once this mouth had been shut, every other one was free to open. The Warren Commission helped considerably, by its collusive, hasty emollience, to license the conspiratorial imagination and to turn every crank in America into a freelance investigator. Finally, the subsequent declension of the United States through Watergate, Vietnam and another series of murdered heroes has irrationally fixed 22 November 1963 in millions of otherwise unclouded minds as the moment when things began to go wrong. Early in this novel, the young Oswald is riding a shrieking, bucketing subway train and asks: ‘How do we know the motorman’s not insane?’ One can be endlessly surprised at how often, in American life, a variant of this question comes up.


And then there is the other obsession: Cuba. The United States government has made its peace with ‘Red China’; a demon which it went all the way to Vietnam to exorcize. It is in the process of thinking about making its peace with the Soviet Union. But somehow, the idea of a Cuban Embassy in Washington is unimaginable. This is oddness and denial raised to the power of objective political fact. Castro’s depredations are trivial when compared to Stalinism or Maoism. Yet the hate he arouses is as near-pure as anything so long nurtured can be. And even those who wish to transcend this hatred are queasily aware of something coiled and smouldering in Miami; something that has several times taken revenge on the politicians who have first encouraged and then betrayed it. The Cuban underworld of Dade County was an energizing force in the Watergate burglary and the Iran–Contra network as well as in countless other minor attentats. It was on behalf of these exiles that Kennedy sent a lost patrol to the Bay of Pigs, and indirectly on their behalf that he got as near as any President has got to emptying the missile silos. In other words, Cuba represents high stakes gambled at high pressure. DeLillo has one of his assassins make this latent connection explicit. Discussing the morality and the likelihood of a successful ‘hit’, he says:




The barrier is down, Frank. When Jack sent out word to get Castro, he put himself in a world of blood and pain. Nobody told him he had to live there. He made the choice with his brother Bobby. So it’s Jack’s own idea we’re guided by. And once an idea hits. . . .





At the time of the Warren Commission, Americans did not know that Kennedy had approached the Mafia in order to discuss ‘hitting’ Castro, and had no notion that he was sharing a girlfriend with the mob leader Sam Giancana. Only the warped J. Edgar Hoover knew, and warned him privately that he was exposing himself to blackmail and worse.


In order to distinguish himself from the vulgar conspiracy theorists, perhaps, DeLillo arranges his narrative along two parallel tracks. Track one shows the intersection of Cuba and the paranoids, with a group of drifters, loners and fanatics having their grotesque imaginations manured, so to speak, by ambitious manipulators from the world of covert action. In this world we meet men like David Ferrie, deranged autodidact, his body denuded by alopecia universalis ‘like something pulled from the earth, a tuberous stem or fungus esteemed by gourmets’. He is a bomb-shelter cultist fixated on the torsos of young men, and in his darkened brain he broods happily on cancer and war. ‘It was heart-lifting in a way to think about the Bomb. How satisfying, he thought, to live alone in a hole.’ In slightly too obvious contrast we have Nicholas Branch, a retired CIA analyst, who sits in a spacious air-conditioned archive trying to write the secret official history of the assassination. Like the rest of the country when confronted with the enigma, he finds knowledge dissolving in information. With all the resources of the Borgesian infinite library at his call, he learns that the tapes, documents and calibrations generate only theories and dreams. The forensic, DeLillo seems to say, is only guesswork. And you can never be sure that the Curator isn’t withholding something. You might as well be a novelist.


It is in his evolution of the character of Oswald that DeLillo has excelled. Neglected child of a widowed, maundering, self-pitying mother, he leads an intense, dyslexic inner life. ‘Most boys think their daddy hung the moon’, says his mother, who watches the test-pattern on television. Pages later, young Lee is helping her to ‘hang half-moon wall-shelves’ – a scant substitute. Handed a leaflet on the Rosenberg case (another endlessly pickable scab on the national hide) at a subway station, he keeps it and forms an obsession around it. Brutalized in the navy brig, where every reminiscence from the grub-hoe to John Dillinger seems designed to evoke From Here to Eternity, he tries living in Russia, only to return to the grimy, scrabbling, subliterate American underclass. Except that, as Nicholas Branch concludes in his hygienic sanctum: ‘After Oswald, men in America are no longer required to lead lives of quiet desperation’:




You apply for a credit card, buy a handgun, travel through cities, suburbs and shopping malls, anonymous, anonymous, looking for a chance to take a shot at the first puffy empty famous face, just to let people know there is someone out there who reads the papers.





Or, as DeLillo puts it earlier, in a reflection that might have been crafted for Oswald or Manson or Hinckley or some serial murderer or freeway sniper: ‘How strangely easy to have a say over men and events.’ It is exactly this ease, combined with the democracy and openness of America and its love of celebrity, that constitutes the national post-Dallas nightmare.


A novelist must commit himself to a hypothesis, and DeLillo tells the story of an assassination plot that was meant to fail but succeeded. He postulates a group of diehard rightist officials, disgusted by Kennedy’s failure of nerve at the Bay of Pigs, who recruit from the zombie exile world of Miami. The idea is to fake an attempted murder of the President, which will not injure him but will ‘lay down fire in the street’. A false trail will implicate the Castro Cubans, and will replenish the national will to destroy Fidel. The difficulty is that the recruits must be genuinely motivated enough to ‘hit’ the President, but must aim to miss him. They exceed their brief. On first reading, this seemed absurdly convoluted and strenuous. But then I reflected that the Contras, who had been recruited by Oliver North from a very similar milieu, were instructed, and instructed to say, that their mission was not to overthrow the government of Nicaragua but to ‘squeeze’ it. In the resulting folds of disinformation and self-deception, a whole strategy became chronically, crazily unravelled. In a bizarre column in the Washington Post, conservatism’s archmoralist George Will recently attacked DeLillo for writing a historical novel based on speculation and thereby creating alarm and despondency. He was answered by Anthony Hecht and others, who ridiculed this new ‘responsible’ standard for fiction. But the moment had its significance, in showing that there are subjects still considered too toxic and worrisome for any treatment save baffled, patriotic reticence.


The gruesome David Ferrie is given by DeLillo the opportunity to try an intelligent definition of paranoia. In a desperate bar in New Orleans he whines:




There’s something they aren’t telling us. Something we don’t know about. There’s more to it. There’s always more to it. This is what history consists of. It’s the sum total of all the things they aren’t telling us.





Nicholas Branch, of course, can afford no truck with plebeian rancour of this kind. For one thing, he is one of ‘them’ – the professionals who are paid to be in the know. For another, he has considered all the second-order stuff: the mysterious deaths and apparent suicides of witnesses; the missing files and the discrepant police reports; and has become ‘wary of these cases of cheap coincidence’. For him, the task of posing endless heuristic questions has to be sufficient even if the whole enterprise is futile and even if the accumulation of data thus far is just the raw material for ‘the megaton novel James Joyce would have written if he’d moved to Iowa City and lived to be a hundred . . . the novel in which nothing is left out’. The tendency of witnesses to die violently may indeed be a coincidence – no more than ‘the neon epic of Saturday night’. But even this reflection, intended as it is to be partially reassuring, is in its way an unsettling one. Business as usual is often alarming, too. The proof of DeLillo’s seriousness is the way in which he makes that uncomfortable thought occur without emphasis.


Particularly in the last two-and-a-half decades, Americans have become almost as repelled by conspiracy theories as they have by revelations of conspiracies or skulduggeries. Perhaps they are spoiled for choice: at all events a temperate belief in ‘coincidence theory’ has become almost mandatory in respectable circles. And the commonest thing said: by vulgar coincidence theorists in reply to vulgar conspiracy theorists is: ‘There is no smoking gun.’ This wised-up, handy term, in vogue since Watergate and lately much in demand, refers crudely to red-handed evidence or absolute proof. Yet, as metaphor, it has a crucial weakness. In Dallas, there was a smoking gun. Or was it two? – We’ll never know. The main events took place on television and yet are still opaque. The official story was empiricism pushed to the point of obfuscation. No one will ever get beyond hypothesis – a term of abuse these days anyway – which means, as Moynihan feared, that the argument will go on for ever, coming up empty. Only a novelist can attempt to decode it now, and DeLillo has made the attempt with scruple as well as considerable dramatic panache. Cutting along the ragged seam that runs between politics and violence, between the grandes peurs of the century and the localized, banal madness of ‘ordinary’ life, he has shown what monstrosities result when reason even so much as nods off.


Times Literary Supplement, November 1988



ON THE IMAGINATION OF CONSPIRACY*





Fine phrases about the freedom of the individual and the inviolability of the home were exchanged between the Minister of State and the Prefect, to whom M de Sérisy pointed out that the major interests of the country sometimes required secret illegalities, crime beginning only when State means were applied to private interests.







If ever a man feels the sweetness, the utility of friendship, must it not be that moral leper called by the crowd a spy, by the common people a nark, by the administration an agent?


Honoré de Balzac (A Harlot High and Low)





THOSE WHO COMPLAIN of the banality of American political life seem at first review to have every sort of justification. Political parties are vestigial; the ideological temperature is kept as nearly as is bearable to ‘room’; there is no parliamentary dialectic in congressional ‘debates’; elections are a drawn-out catchpenny charade invariably won, as Gore Vidal points out, by the abstainers; the political idiom is a consensual form (‘healing process’, ‘bipartisan’, ‘dialogue’) of langue de bois, and the pundits are of a greyness and mediocrity better passed over than described. Periodic inquests are convened, usually by means of the stupid aggregate of the opinion poll, to express concern about apathy and depoliticization, but it’s more consoling to assume that people’s immense indifference is itself a wholesome symptom of disdain. Yet now and then, there are thumps and crashes behind this great, grey safety-curtain, and unsightly bulges appear in it, and sometimes great rips and tears. Politics here a bit trite, you say? Perhaps. But the following things really happened. President Kennedy was shot down in the light of broad day. His assassin was murdered on camera while in maximum security. Richard Nixon’s intimates fed high-denomination dollar bills into a shredder in order to disguise their provenance in the empire of – Howard Hughes? Marilyn Monroe fucked both Kennedy brothers before taking her own life – if she did indeed take it. Frank Sinatra raised money for the Reagans and acted as at least a confidant to the First Lady. Norman Podhoretz’s son-inlaw Elliott Abrams, while working as Reagan’s Assistant Secretary of State, dunned the Sultan of Brunei for a $10 million backhander to the Contras and then lost the money in a Swiss computer error. Ronald Reagan sent three envoys with a cake and a Bible to Tehran to discuss an arms-forhostages trade with the Ayatollah Khomeini. Robert McNamara went to a briefing on Cuba believing that it was more than likely that he would not live through the weekend. The Central Intelligence Agency was caught, in collusion with the Mafia, plotting to poison Fidel Castro’s cigars. Ronald Reagan’s White House was run to astrological time, and its chief spent his evenings discussing Armageddon theology with strangers. Oliver North recruited convicted narcotics smugglers to run the secret war against Nicaragua. George Bush recruited Manuel Noriega to the CIA. As the Watergate hounds closed in, Henry Kissinger was implored to sink to his Jewish knees and join Richard Nixon in prayer on the Oval Office carpet, and complied. Klaus Barbie was plucked from the SS ‘Most Wanted’ list and, with many of his confrères, given a second career in American Intelligence. J. Edgar Hoover amassed tapes of sexual indiscretion in Washington, partly for his own prurient needs and partly for the ends of power. He caused blackmail letters to be sent from the FBI to Dr Martin Luther King, urging him to commit suicide.


Historians and journalists have never quite known what to do about these sorts of disclosure. They have never known whether to treat such episodes as normal or exceptional. It is, for example, perfectly true to say that the whole Vietnam intervention began with a consciously contrived military provocation in the Gulf of Tonkin, followed by a carefully told lie to the Senate. But can we tell the schoolchildren that? Then again, it now looks very much like being established that the Reagan-Bush campaign in 1980 went behind President Carters back and made a private understanding with the Iranians about the American diplomatic hostages. But those hostages were the original cause of the yellow ribbon movement! Can a piece of fraud and treason really have been the foundation of the storied ‘Reagan revolution’? Contemporary historians like Theodore Draper, Arthur Schlesinger and Garry Wills, or political journalists like Seymour Hersh, Lou Cannon and Robert Woodward, deal with this difficulty in various ways, but seldom succeed for long in firing the general consciousness. This is because they are either apologists for power (Schlesinger, Woodward) or its intimates (Schlesinger, Woodward) or politically conditioned to disbelieve the worst (Schlesinger, Woodward). Men like Wills and Draper, on the other hand, are almost too bloody rational. They are careful to speak truth to power and to weigh evidence with scruple, but they are wedded to the respectable and predictable rhythms of academe, of research, of high and serious mentation. They find and pronounce on corruption and malfeasance, and gravely too, but it’s always as if the horror is somehow an invasion or interruption. This is why the permanent underworld of American public life has only ever been captured and distilled by novelists.


Mass culture in America, contrary to report, has no great resistance to believing in official evil. The citizenry stoically watches movies in which the cop is the criminal, the President is the crook, the CIA is a doublecross and the dope is dealt by the Drug Enforcement Administration. The great cult film of all time in this respect is George Axelrod’s and John Frankenheimer’s The Manchurian Candidate, withdrawn from circulation after the Kennedy assassination but now available again in cassette form. And the great artistic and emblematic coincidence of the movie is the playing of the good guy by Frank Sinatra – the only man to have had a real-life role in both the Kennedy and Reagan regimes, as well as a real-world position in the milieu of organized crime and disordered ‘Intelligence’. The Manchurian Candidate began as a novel by Richard Condon who, with Don DeLillo, has done more to anatomize and dramatize the world of covert action than any ‘authorized’ chronicler. Before discussing Norman Mailer’s magisterial bid for dominance in this field, I want to use Richard Condon to anticipate a common liberal objection – the objection that all this is ‘conspiracy theory’.


One has become used to this stolid, complacent return serve: so apparently grounded in reason and scepticism but so often naive and one-dimensional. In one way, the so-called ‘conspiracy theory’ need be no more than the mind’s needful search for an explanation, or for an alternative to credulity. If one exempts things like anti-Semitism or fear of Freemasons, which belong more properly to the world of post-Salem paranoia and have been ably dealt with by Professor Richard Hofstadter in his study The Paranoid Style in American Politics, then modern American conspiracy theory begins with the Warren Commission. There had been toxic political speculation at high level before, as when certain people thought that there was something too convenient about the Lusitania for President Woodrow Wilson, and too easy about Pearl Harbor for President Franklin Roosevelt – both of these, incidentally, hypotheses which later Churchill historians are finding harder to dismiss – but such arguments had been subsumed in the long withdrawing roar of American isolationism. The events in Dealey Plaza and the Dallas Police Department in November 1963 were at once impressed on every American. And the Warren Commission of Inquiry came up with an explanation which, it is pretty safe to say, nobody really believes. Conspiracy theory thus becomes an ailment of democracy. It is the white noise which moves in to fill the vacuity of the official version. To blame the theorists is therefore to look at only half the story, and sometimes even less. To take an obvious example: nobody refers to Keith Kyle as a ‘collusion theorist’ because he explodes the claim that Britain, France and Israel were not acting in concert in 1956. The term ‘organized crime’, which suggests permanent conspiracy, is necessary both to understand and to prosecute a certain culture of wrongdoing. And you may have noticed that those who are too quick to shout ‘conspiracy theorist’ are equally swift, when consequences for authority and consensus impend, to look serious and say: ‘It’s more complicated than that.’ These have become standard damage-control reflexes.


In his Kennedy assassination novel Winter Kills, Condon’s protagonist is Nick, the brother of the slain President. He has a grown-up adviser and protector named Keifetz:




Nick used to think that there was the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. It had taken Keifetz a long time to explain why this wasn’t so, but after that, after Nick had been able to comprehend that there was only one political party, formed by the two pretend parties wearing their labels like party hats and joining their hands in a circle around their prey, all the rest of it came much easier.





That’s put slightly cheaply: all the same, it makes more sense than the drear convention that two opposing parties contend in the ‘marketplace of ideas’. Nick has two reflections on the way in which official truth is manufactured and promulgated in America, and on the ‘Commissions’ (one need only think of our Royal ones like Denning and Bingham and Pearce) which act as vectors in the process. First, he inquires:




Was the history of all time piled up in a refuse heap at the back of humanity’s barn, too ugly to be shown, while the faked artifacts that were passed around for national entertainments took charge in the front parlour? Could the seven hack lawyers of the Pickering Commission, with a new President for a client, decide that two hundred million people could not withstand the shock of history?





It was the argument of Chief Justice Earl Warren in 1964, and the Tower Commission members in 1987 when they ‘reported’ on Iran–Contra, that ‘the American people’ could not bear too much reality. And even the chief attorney for the farcical Senate/House inquiry into the latter affair, Mr Arthur Liman, conceded to Seymour Hersh that he and his colleagues had meant to find the President blameless, and thereby spare the masses the supposed agony of impeachment, Nick goes on to reflect that:




The Pickering Commission had operated like arms, elbows and fingers upon a silent keyboard. They had played all the notes – the score was surely there to be read, but they would not allow it to be heard. The Commission had announced Stephen Foster when they were actually playing Wagner. Surely, critics who had followed the true score should have pointed that out?





A good question, but perhaps one that only literature can answer. ‘Critics’ – the press, the academics, the think-tankers – do not care to admit that they missed the big story or the big case. Nor do they get their living by making trouble for the Establishment.


A novelist, however, can listen for the silent rhythms, the unheard dissonances and the latent connections. ‘Conspiring’, after all, means ‘breathing together’. Why not check the respirations? He can also do what quotidian academics and scholars are afraid to do – which is to ruminate on the emotions and the characters and the motives. Most instant reporters are so wised-up that they become innocent: taking politicians at their own valuation. Thus Kennedy the youthful and impatient, Carter the introspective, Nixon the driven, Reagan the folksy and so forth, ad – if not indeed well in advance of – nauseam. Then the scholars move in to give needed ‘balance’ and ‘perspective’ to these popular fables. A novelist need not do either. He can dispense with banality. He can raise intrigue to the level of passion.


She would not have been a liberal; a courtesan is always a monarchist. (Honoré de Balzac, A Harlot High and Low)


I once got into trouble with Norman Mailer by asking him, on an everyman-for-himself chat-show with Germaine Greer, about his fascination with the Hubert Selby side of life. Boxing gyms, jails, barracks, the occasions of sodomy. The practice of sodomy. He appeared riveted, in book after book, by its warped relation to the tough-guy ethos. Had this ever been a problem for him personally? I miscued the question, and Mailer thought I was trying to call him some kind of a bum-banger. He later gave an avenging interview to the Face, asserting that he was the victim of a London faggot literary coterie, consisting of Martin Amis, Ian Hamilton and myself. (Amis and I contemplated a letter to the Face, saying that this was very unfair to Ian Hamilton, but then dumped the idea.) Now here is Mailer attempting the near-impossible: that is to say, a novel about the interstices of bureaucracy which, without any Borgesian infinite libraries or Orwellian memory holes, can summon the sinister and the infinite. Doing it, moreover, at a level of realism which vanquishes Condon and DeLillo while leaving spare capacity for the imagination. And here is Harry Hubbard, his outwardly insipid narrator. Hubbard is a white-collar type of CIA man, ‘a ghost’ writer of planted texts, who is vicariously thrilled by the knowledge that he is working with ruthless men. He meets this ‘other half’ of the agency, Dix Butler, a cruel exploiter of local Berlin agents, and has a gruelling soirée with him on the Kurfürstendamm which culminates when:




‘Let me be the first,’ he said, and he bent over nimbly, put his fingertips to the floor and then his knees, and raised his powerful buttocks to me. ‘Come on, fuck-head,’ he said, ‘this is your chance. Hit it big. Come in me, before I come back in you.’ When I still made no move, he added, ‘Goddamnit, I need it tonight. I need it bad, Harry, and I love you.’





This blunt offer, which stirs Hubbard more than he wants to admit (‘two clumps of powered meat belonging to my hero who wanted me up his ass, yes I had an erection’), enables him to summon the heft to take his first woman that very night. Ingrid turns out to have some qualities in common with her fellow Teuton, the German maid Ruta in An American Dream:




She made the high nasal sound of a cat disturbed in its play . . . but then, as abruptly as an arrest, a high thin constipated smell (a smell which spoke of rocks and grease and the sewer-damp of wet stones in poor European alleys) came needling its way out of her. (An American Dream)







A thin, avaricious smell certainly came up from her, single-minded as a cat, weary as some putrescence of the sea . . . pictures of her vagina flickered in my brain next to images of his ass, and I started to come. (Harlot’s Ghost)





Berlin and Bildungsroman, you say. OK, so he’s a camera: get on with it. But, self-plagiarism apart, I think that Mailer is distilling an important knowledge from his many earlier reflections on violence and perversity and low life. As Balzac knew, and as Dix Butler boasts, the criminal and sexual outlaw world may be anarchic, but it is also servile and deferential. It is, to put it crudely, generally right-wing. It is also for sale. (Berlin has seen this point made before.) Berlin was the place where the CIA, busily engaged in recruiting hard-core ex-Nazis for the Kulturkampf against Moscow, first knew sin. First engaged in prostitution. First thought about frame-ups and tunnels and ‘doubles’ and (good phrase, you have to admit) ‘wet jobs’. More specifically – because this hadn’t been true of its infant OSS predecessor in the Second World War – it first began to conceive of American democracy as a weakling affair, as a potential liability; even as an enemy.


Mailer strives so hard to get this right that he’s been accused of not composing a novel at all. But as the pages mount one sees that this is one writer’s mind seeking to engage the mind of the state. The Imagination of the State is the name of a CIA-sponsored book on the KGB, and fairly early in Harlot’s Ghost its eponymous figure ‘Harlot’, a James Angleton composite, says of the agency: our real duty is to become the mind of America’. How else to link the Mafia, Marilyn Monroe, the media, the Congress, Hollywood and all the other regions of CIA penetration? ‘The mind of America.’ A capacious subject. As Harry minutes while he’s still a green neophyte:




In Intelligence, we look to discover the compartmentalisation of the heart. We made an in-depth study once in the CIA and learned to our dismay (it was really horror!) that one-third of the men and women who could pass our security clearance were divided enough – handled properly – to be turned into agents of a foreign power.





Which, in one sense, they already were. As Kipling made his boy spy say, you need ‘two separate sides to your head’. The boy, of course, was called Kim.


A continuous emphasis, then, is placed on the concept of ‘doubling’ and division. It’s expressed as a duet between ‘Alpha’ and ‘Omega’, which may not be as obvious as at first appears since ‘Omega’ was the name of the most envenomed Cuban exile organization. Homosexuality ‘fits’ here – even, on one occasion, androgyny – as being supposedly conducive to concealment and ambivalence. Other-gender infidelity, too, can be conscripted. So can the double life led by the ‘businessmen’ and ‘entertainers’ linked to organized crime. But Mailer calls his novel ‘a comedy of manners’ because it treats of people who have been brought up ‘straight’, as it were, and who need a high justification for dirtying their hands. One of the diverting and absorbing features of the book is its fascination with the WASP aesthetic. Not for nothing was OSS, the precursor of the CIA, known during its wartime Anglophile incubation as ‘Oh So Social’. A proper WASP – former CIA Director George Herbert Walker Bush swims into mind – can have two rationales for entering the ungentlemanly world of dirty tricks. One is patriotism. The other is religion. Hubbard finds a release from responsibility in both.




I eschewed political arguments about Republicans and Democrats. They hardly mattered. Allen Dulles was my President, and I would be a combat trooper in the war against the Devil. I read Spengler and brooded through my winters in New Haven about the oncoming downfall of the West and how it could be prevented.





Apart from its affinity with the Condon extract above about the irrelevance of everyday ‘politics’, this can be read as an avowal of Manicheism and thus as the ideal statement of the bipolar mentality. I’ve heard and read many CIA men talk this way, though usually under the influence of James Burnham (and Johnnie Walker) rather than Oswald Spengler, and found it easy to see that their main concern was sogginess on the domestic front – the enemy within. Hence the battle, not just against the Satanic ‘other’, but for the purity of the American mind. And, since the Devil can quote Scripture, it’s an easy step to mobilizing the profane in defence of the sacred. Facilis descensus Averno. ‘The agency’ becomes partly a priesthood and partly an order of chivalry. Recall that James Jesus Angleton, though he detested his middle name for its Hispanic, mother-reminiscent connotations, was an ardent admirer of T.S. Eliot’s Anglo-Catholic style and once startled a public hearing by quoting from ‘Gerontion’. The norm at Langley, Virginia is Episcopalian, though Mormons and Christian Scientists and better-yourself Catholics are common in the middle echelons, and Mailer has a go at creating a Jewish intellectual agent who is also – perhaps avoidably – the only self-proclaimed shirt-lifter.


It is an intriguing fact, a fact of intrigue, possibly the most ironic fact in the modern history of conspiracy, and arguably the great test of all who believe in coincidence, that on 22 November 1963, at the moment when John Fitzgerald Kennedy was being struck by at least one bullet, Desmond FitzGerald was meeting AMLASH in Paris. FitzGerald, the father of the more famous Frances, was a senior executive at the CIA. AMLASH was the CIA codename of a disgruntled and ambitious Castroite. FitzGerald handed AMLASH a specially designed assassination weapon in the shape of a fountain pen, and discussed the modalities of termination. Emerging on to the wintry boulevards, he found that his own President had been murdered. A bit of a facer.


Conspiracy is, more than any other human activity, subject to the law of unintended consequences (which is why it should always be conjoined to cock-up rather than counterposed to it). Jonathan Marshall of the San Francisco Chronicle, who is in my view the most sober and smart of those who study conspiracy theory, has an elegant and minimal guess about CIA reaction to this disaster: ‘Richard Helms asked himself: “Is my Agency responsible for this?” and answered: “I certainly hope not.”’ The CIA, in other words, knew that both Ruby and Oswald were involved in the febrile politics of Cuban exile resentment, and the scuzzy world of the fruit-machine kings. The CIA therefore prayed that this footprint would not be discovered. It did more than pray that this was not a ‘blowback’ from one of its own criminal subplots. By the neat device of Allen Dulles’s appointment to the Warren Commission, it was able to postpone the revelation of its involvement by more than a decade. If the Warren Commission had known what the Church Committee later found out, American history and consciousness would now be radically different. But the meantime saw several more domestic assassinations, a war in Asia and the implosion of a felonious President who had also relied on Cuban burglars, and in that meantime the American mind had become in more than one sense distracted. This is ideal psychic territory for Mailer, who surveys with an experienced eye the Balzacian cassoulet of hookerdom, pay-offs, cover-ups, thuggery, buggery and power-worship from which the above morsels have been hoisted. ‘Give me a vigorous hypothesis every time,’ exclaims Harlot/Angleton at one point. ‘Without it, there’s nothing to do but drown in facts.’ His protégé Hubbard wonders whether it’s ideologically correct to be too paranoid, or whether there exists the danger of not being paranoid enough. Mailer registers these oscillating ambiguities brilliantly in the minor keys of the narrative and in the small encounters and asides. He does less well when he tries to supply his own chorus and commentary, as he attempts to do by means of a lengthy epistolary subtext. Hubbard, ‘on station’ with the real-life E. Howard Hunt in Uruguay, writes long confessional letters to Kittredge, Harlot’s much younger and brighter wife and a classic Georgetown blue-stocking. One sees the point of going behind Harlot’s back, but this exchange is improbably arch and overly literal, bashing home the more subtle filiations and imbrications that are the real stuff of the novel.


‘Large lies do have their own excitement,’ as Hubbard shrewdly notices. There must have been CIA men who whistled with admiration at the scale of Adlai Stevenson’s deception of the UN over Cuba, and disgustedly or resignedly went through the motions of reassuring Congress that things were above board. There must also have been CIA men who enjoyed sticking it to the more earthbound, plebeian gumshoes of J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI (more Baptists and Adventists than Episcopalians in that racket) and relished the freedom to travel, to make overseas conquests, to hobnob with Godfathers, to toy with death warrants and the rest of it. Mailer summons their sense of illicit delight very persuasively. Crucial to the skill and thrill was, of course, knowing how far they could go and then going just that crucial bit further. There were laws and customs and codes to be negotiated and circumvented, and these were men with law firms in their families. As Cal, Hubbard’s leathery old warrior WASP of a father, puts it, while seeking to lure President Kennedy into further complicity over Cuba:




‘Always look to the language. We’ve built a foundation for ourselves almost as good as a directive. “Subvert military leaders to the point where they will be ready to overthrow Castro.” Well, son, tell me. How do you do that by half? . . . Always look to the language.’


Two weeks later, Jack Kennedy sent a memo about Cuba over to Special Group. ‘Nourish a spirit of resistance which could lead to significant defection and other by-products of unrest.’ ‘By-products of unrest,’ said Cal, ‘enhances the authorisation.’





I can just hear him saying it. By looking to the language you find that the secret state, in addition to a mind, possesses a sense of humour and a sexual sense also. The Agency knew, as Angleton’s hero knew in Murder in the Cathedral, that potentates are very flirtatious and need to have their desires firmed up – hence the mentality, very commonly met with among intelligence agents, of aggressive self-pity. The public hypocrisy of the politicians convinces them that they do the thankless, dirty, dangerous tasks: getting the blame when things go wrong and no credit when they go right. (The CIA memorial at Langley has no dates against the names of agents missing in action.) Thus great fealty can be recruited by a superior who sticks by his thuggish underlings. As Kittredge writes to Hubbard, when the excellently drawn Bill Harvey, a psychopathic station chief, has run afoul:




Helms did go on about the inner tensions of hard-working Senior Officers accumulated through a career of ongoing crises and personal financial sacrifice. . . . Helms may be the coldest man I know, but he is loyal to his troops, and that, in practice, does serve as a working substitute for compassion.





Or again, annexing real dialogue for his own purpose, Mailer uses an occasion during the Commission hearings when Warren himself asked Allen Dulles:




‘The FBI and the CIA do employ undercover men of terrible character?’ And Allen Dulles, in all the bonhomie of a good fellow who can summon up the services of a multitude of street ruffians, replied, ‘Yes, terribly bad characters.’


‘That has to be one of Allen’s better moments,’ remarked Hugh Montague.





It’s some help to be English, and brought up on Buchan and Sapper, in appreciating the dread kinship between toffs and crime.


Yet this gruff, stupid masculine world is set on its ears by one courtesan. ‘Modene Murphy’, who is Mailer’s greatest failure of characterization here, is perhaps such a failure because she has to do so much duty. In the novel as in life, she has to supply the carnal link between JFK, Frank Sinatra and the mob leader Sam Giancana. (Ben Bradlee, JFK’s hagiographer and confidant, says that one of the worst moments of his life came when he saw the diaries of Judith Campbell Exner and found that she did indeed, as she had claimed, have the private telephone codes of the JFK White House, which changed every weekend.) Because it’s not believable that this broad would write any letters, Mailer’s epistolary account of Modene takes the form of recorded telephone intercepts between her and a girlfriend. These are read by Harry, whose general success with women is never accounted for by anything in his character as set down. He both gains and loses the affection of Modene: the gain seemingly absurdly simple and the loss barely registered. Perhaps Mailer was faced with a fantasy/reality on which he couldn’t improve, but one could hope for better from a friend of ‘Jack’ and a biographer of ‘Marilyn’. Incidentally, what was Modene like in the sack? ‘Its laws came into my senses with one sniff of her dark-haired pussy, no more at other times than a demure whiff of urine, mortal fish, a hint of earth – now I explored caverns.’ This is perhaps not as gamey as An American Dream (‘I had a desire suddenly to skip the sea and mine the earth’), but evidently Mailer’s olfactory nerve has not failed him. Still, one occasionally feels (‘Modene came from her fingers and toes, her thighs and her arms, her heart and all that belonged to the heart of her future – I was ready to swear that the earth and the ocean combined’) that he is pounding off to a different drummer. At one point, losing his grip entirely, he makes Hubbard exclaim: ‘I could have welcomed Jack Kennedy into bed with us at that moment.’


These elements – volatile, you have to agree – all combine to make Kennedy’s appointment in Dallas seem like Kismet. It’s a fair place for Mailer to stop, or to place his ‘To Be Continued’. Ahead lies Vietnam, of which premonitory tremors can be felt, and Watergate, and Chile. . . . But the place of covert action in the American imagination, and in the most vivid nightmare of that imagination, has been so well established that it will be impossible – almost inartistic – for future readers and authors to consider the subjects separately.




Louis XVIII died, in possession of secrets which will remain secret from the best-informed historians. The struggle between the General Police of the Kingdom and the Counter-Police of the King gave rise to dreadful affairs whose secret was hushed on more than one scaffold.


(Honoré de Balzac, A Harlot High and Low)





It may seem astounding, after what happened to compromise the Kennedy brothers and Richard Nixon, and after what disgruntled CIA rebels almost certainly did to Jimmy Carter over Iran, that in 1980 a new President should decide simply to give the CIA its head. But in Ronald Reagan’s warped and clouded mind, the fantasy world of covert action demanded such evil clichés as that hands not be tied, kid gloves not be used, and the ‘stab in the back’ over Vietnam be revenged. Thus it was only a matter of time before the crepuscular world of William Casey was exposed to view. ‘Affair is too bland a word for the Iran–Contra connection. Remember that it involved the use of skimmed profits from one outrageous policy – hostage-trading with Iran – to finance another: the illegal and aggressive destabilization of Nicaragua. This necessitated the official cultivation of contempt for American law and of impatience, to put it no higher, with the Constitution. It also entailed, since the funding of the racket had to be concealed from the Treasury and State Departments, a black economy. The arms-dealers, drug-smugglers and middlemen of this dirty budget were to furnish most of the ‘colourful characters’, as Americans found to their dismay that shady Persian marchands de tapis knew more about the bowels and intestines of the White House than, say, the Congress did. This more than licenses the plural in the title of Theodore Draper’s book: one of the very few indulgences he permits himself. (The book itself has been abandoned by its English publishers at the last moment, in a flurry of unconvincing excuses.)


Draper’s task may be likened to that of an anatomist or dissector, going coolly about his work while the bleeding and reeking corpse is still thrashing about on the slab. In his mild introduction, he confesses the ‘horror’ he felt when he saw the growing mountain of evidence and testimony that was heaping up in front of him. Nor was it just a matter of meticulous forensic investigation. Two elements of mania pervaded the case, and pervade it still. First, the principals in the conspiracy all claimed – and claim – to have amnesia. Second, they all behave as if they had been working for King Henry II. It became a bizarre question of interpreting a President’s desires: protecting that same President from the consequences of his desires, and then redefining knowledge and participation so as to elude or outwit the law. Always look to the language. In this case, the giveaway key word was the ‘finding’ – a semi-fictional document which conferred retrospective presidential approval for policies that had often been already executed. Ordinary idiom became unusable in this context. Robert Gates, who is now George Bush’s nominee to head the CIA, was at the material time William Casey’s deputy. He told Congress in 1987 that when advised of the ‘diversion’ of funds from the Iran to the Contra side of the dash, his ‘first reaction’ was to tell his informant: ‘I didn’t want to know any more about it.’ A strange response, at first sight, from a professional Intelligence-gatherer. And how did he know enough to know that he didn’t want to know any more? This absurdity was easily lost in the wider, wilder cognitive obfuscation – did Reagan know? – by which the whole inquiry was derailed. One needs a separate brand of epistemology to attack the question of official ‘knowledge’, which has the same combination of Lear and Kafka that you sometimes find with British ‘official secrecy’. Actually, what is required is the mind of a Mafia prosecutor. Once postulate a capo who tells his soldiers, ‘I want the hostages out, and I want the Nicaraguans to say “uncle”, and I don’t want to know how you get it done and if you get caught I never met you,’ and the cloud of unknowing is dispelled. Fail to conceive of such a hypothesis – and the Congress could not bear that much reality – and there is a ‘mystery’. This is not the ‘thin line’ of Draper’s inquiry. Relying almost exclusively on the written record and his skill as a historian, he tries to compose a history of the present. But with knowledge, memory and desire left opaque, and without the promiscuity that is permitted to the freelance speculator, all he can do is show – employing their own words and memos – that the American Constitution was deliberately put at risk by a group of unelected, paranoid Manicheans. This in itself is one of the scholarly achievements of the decade.


It’s an amazing bestiary of characters, even when rendered with Draper’s detachment and objectivity. Adnan Khashoggi, Oliver North, Amiram Nir, Michael Ledeen, Robert MacFarlane – the sweepings of the Levant meet the white trash of Washington. Reading Draper, one can discern the road-map that leads to BCCI – a banana-republic bank which acted as a laundry for both the CIA and Abu Nidal. Indeed, it is the use of banana-republic tactics and contacts, picked up in sordid engagements in the Third World, that has marked CIA intervention in American life. This and other considerations led Theodore Draper, earlier, to baptize Reagan’s private government as ‘the Junta’. In the turf wars between different police agencies, and the squabbling over the dirty money, the atmosphere became so fetid that a leak or discharge was inevitable. How appropriate, then, that the story blew, not in some pompous American journal of record, but in what Reagan angrily called ‘that rag in Beirut’ – city of so many recent American nightmares. Oliver North, with his puffed-out chest and his lachrymose style, his awful martial ardour and his no less awful sentimentality, is the perfect example of a Mailer figure – a superstitious fascist, whose whole entourage was full of self-hating, uniform-loving homosexuals. North’s strong will to obey and his sadomasochism, his sense of betrayal over Vietnam and his need for revenge in Nicaragua, brought us as close to an American Roehm as was comfortable. It is still uncomfortable to reflect that he was not thwarted by law or by civilian authority.


Some critics have claimed to see a new maturity and acceptance in Mailer’s novel, because it eschews polemic and treats its characters with empathy. I think that this misses the point. In The Naked and the Dead, Mailer was able to produce a fully realized character, General Edward Cummings, who, by making war on his own feminine ‘side’, was enabled to ready himself for the coming struggle for world order – by which, of course, he meant the postwar American Empire. This demonstrates, as does Harlot’s Ghost, that there is a Mailer high and low, and that he can mobilize his feeling for the profane in order to bring himself to bear on more elevated subjects. ‘What a man of the cloth he would have made!’ says Hubbard of Harlot: ‘The value of his words was so incontestable to himself that he did not question the size of his audience. I could have been one parishioner or five hundred and one: the sermon would not have altered. Each word offered its reverberation to his mind, if not to mine.’ Harlot boasts of ‘the Company’s’ ubiquity among ‘bankers, psychiatrists, poison specialists, narcs, art experts, public relations people, trade unionists, hooligans, journalists . . . soil erosion specialists, student leaders, diplomats, corporate lawyers, name it!’ From the little world of Encounter to the more encompassing schemes of James Angleton and William Casey, all of us have been slightly deranged by the work of this giant cultural and political construct. And now, with the unsolved and unpunished penumbra and personnel of Iran–Contra, we have fuel for more and later conspiracy theories. But as the Cold War at last abates, having so wasted our lives and energies, we can blink our opening eyes at the monsters engendered in the long sleep of reason. It is Mailer’s achievement to have summoned the ghosts of paranoia and conspiracy in order to demystify them, and in so doing to have raised realism to the level of fiction.


London Review of Books, November 1991






CONTEMPT FOR THE LITTLE COLONY


WHETHER OR NOT you remember the riots in Washington that followed the murder of Martin Luther King Jr in the spring of 1968, you almost certainly can recall that imperishable photograph of the Capitol dome bathed in smoke and flame, with the National Guard in the foreground, hefting their weapons and gas masks. It is the starkest depiction I know of the relationship between the state and its capital – the actual workings of government and its notional seat – ever to be taken. I keep a grainy old black-and-white copy of the photograph near my desk – partly because the area shrouded from view by the angle of the shot is the mixed, imperfectly gentrified, northeast Capitol Hill neighbourhood where I have lived for nearly a decade, and partly because it serves to remind me that the affairs of the city of Washington and ‘Washington affairs’ are not as readily separable as some people wish – or choose – to think.


For a brief, jolting period in 1968, and for an even briefer but almost equally lurid moment in 1989, Washington the city became an emblem of sorts for the state of the nation. The allegory itself has changed a good deal over the years, however. In 1968 a moral lesson attached to the emblem, and there was a show of urgency and commitment – ‘concern’, in the argot of the time. In 1989 the emblem is but a warning sign, and concern is for ‘us’, not ‘them’. While on his way home a few months ago, Senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon, one of the shining Republican dissidents of the 1960s, found that he had inadvertently driven into a shoot-out. He accelerated away and did not even bother to inform the DC Police Department, pleading later that there seemed little point in getting involved. Over at the White House, the Bush team tends to regard the city as a convenient demonstration case, like New York City in the 1970s or Willie Horton in 1988: Washington, symbol of the sickly folly of welfarism. (William Bennett, who has been ‘responsible’ for both education and narcotics control in the Republican regime of Presidents Reagan and Bush, is the most promiscuous exploiter for propaganda purposes of the stricken city’s marginal utility.)


Today, no single image could quite capture the connection between the two Washingtons; it is too much a matter of mood and texture, and of these being shaped in back rooms, where cameras do not venture. Also, in 1968 the city of Washington was still governed by the other Washington: its chief executive and nine-member council were nominated by the President and confirmed by the Senate. Since 1974, under the Home Rule Act, the city has had not a government but two. One of these administrations, the District of Columbia government headed by Mayor Marion Barry Jr, is a debased relic of 1960s liberal and black coalitionism, left behind (as the nation and the other Washington swung right) to feast joylessly on the paltry fruits of office. Its rotting, indifferent public services make a nice counterpoint to the tacky luxuries its leaders demand for themselves. The corruption of the Barry entourage is at once so exorbitant and so pitifully small-time that it generates routine comparisons to that of some shifty, sweltering Third World kleptocracy. (For example, there was the ‘consulting’ tour of the Virgin Islands that Barry, an aide and a city public-works employee took, with shirts and dresses somehow added to the taxpayer-donated hotel bill.) Yet the fact is that although Barry crony (and DC’s nonvoting congressional delegate) Walter Fauntroy has had close ties to Haiti, and other friends of the mayor have popped up in the notorious offshore and banana-republic hellholes, a truer analogy is to be found rather nearer home.


The Republican regime of the 1980s – whatever its attempts to distance itself from and exploit Barry and his problems – has much more in common with the torpid, feckless city regime than might at first appear. ‘We don’t rule this country any more,’ says a bitter British policeman about late-colonial India in Paul Scott’s Raj Quartet. ‘We preside over it.’ Presiding is what Reagan, and now Bush, have done. Presiding has been Barry’s approach as well. Washington is really presided over. It is not so much an American city as a semi-colony, wherein neither the colonials nor the local administrators take much notice of the city and its problems, unless it is to make points by blaming each other for them.


Next to my home is Lincoln Park, which contains two statues. Until the bust of Martin Luther King was unveiled in the Capitol in 1986, they were the only two statues in memorial-infested Washington to show actual, identifi-able black individuals. The first and most imposing of these commemorates Abraham Lincoln’s emancipation of the slaves. It was put up in April 1876 and shows the late President and leader of the Republican Party making a generous and expansive gesture with his left hand. At his feet crouches a half-clad black man clutching a newly riven fetter. The figure of the freed slave looks like a generic one, but in fact it is a representation of one Archer Alexander. He is among the few slaves whose names we still know, and certainly one of the very few to have had his biography written – written by the man who rescued him, the Reverend William Greenleaf Eliot, a Unitarian minister from St Louis and the grandfather of the author of The Waste Land. ‘There is nothing in all the scenes of Uncle Tom’s Cabin’, wrote the good Reverend in The Story of Archer Alexander, ‘to which I cannot find a parallel in what I have myself seen and known in St. Louis.’ Alexander was nearly killed for giving a warning of ambush to Union troops in 1863; Eliot ransomed him and ensured that his features were immortalized. The Lincoln emancipation memorial – which, because it relied on purely voluntary subscription, took eleven years to be completed – saw Frederick Douglass himself speak at its dedication.


Across the park and facing Lincoln and Alexander is the statue of Mary McLeod Bethune, the great black woman educator – and seventeenth child of former slaves – who helped to discover and then to motivate Langston Hughes. (On his way to see Bethune in Daytona Beach in 1954, Hughes wrote from Missouri to a friend: ‘The sun do move! I’m staying at a “white” hotel in St. Louis!’ The Reverend Eliot would have been pleased by this evidence of progress in his home town.) On the plinth of Mrs Bethune’s statue are the words ‘I leave you hope. . . . I leave you racial dignity.’ There is too little of either in the environs of Lincoln Park. Langston Hughes, at the end of his long, activist life, registered anguish at the tendency of black youth to uncouth language, separatism, and drugs. Still, he added, he would ‘rather encounter several hundred reefer smokers than run into three drunks. . . .’ In Lincoln Park today, we could offer him a soupçon of both experiences, and more besides, within sight of Mrs Bethune’s memorial.


The racial aspect of Washington’s crisis – the crack epidemic; the drug-related murders, for a while averaging one a day; the drug-related AIDS deaths; the corruption of the Barry administration – cannot be dodged. It is the dimension that people are stressing even as they avoid doing so. Listen, for example, to the neo-liberal convener Charles Peters, speaking last May from his regular pulpit in The Washington Monthly, when the street-murder horror show was at its worst:




Some people think that the District of Columbia’s government is bad because it is black. That that explanation won’t work is proved by the performance of the D.C. Metro system. Sixty-two percent of its employees are black and it is generally recognized as the best transportation system in the country. . . .





Peters sounds – does he not – like a man who is trying to convince himself as much as other people. Prejudice says that Washington is a fucking Mau Mau land. But cool, objective surveys have shown . . . The trouble with this kind of quantified liberalism is that it is vulnerable to another crop of figures, showing that the majority of indicted municipal aides is no less black than are the transport workers. Bigotry, in any case, doesn’t yield to statistics. (If it did, you wouldn’t remember Willie Horton’s name – and little Mike Dukakis might be President even now.)


But let us stay on Peters’s Metro for a while longer. For the DC Metro is rather a telling instance of the symmetry and asymmetry of the relationship between Bush’s and Barry’s Washington. It – the Metro – is basically a downtown loop, connecting elements of the bureaucracy with the suburbs and the airport (two stations for the Pentagon, one for Foggy Bottom). It’s excellent for the commuter belt. But you can’t get to the black town of Anacostia on the Metro, or to many places in Washington’s black Southeast. And there isn’t a Metro station in Georgetown, many of whose residents feel that a stop on their doorstep might make the place a little too – well – accessible. See the cleaning ladies as they leave work outside the concrete palazzi that house the great departments of state on Pennsylvania and Independence avenues. See them waiting for the bus that never comes, or for the cabs whose drivers can tell at a glance that they want to go to Southeast, and so keep on going. The sons of the cleaning ladies may work on the Metro and do very well, but the Metro won’t take them home. All this talk of Washington transport brings to mind a comment by that well-known ornament of high Republicanism, the late John Mitchell. It was Mitchell – Nixon’s jailbird attorney general – who, in 1984, compared the Barry government’s workings to those of ‘the Amos ’n’ Andy Taxi Cab Co.’ . It was around this time, we now know, that Mitchell received $75,000 in consulting fees from the corrupt and slack-run Department of Housing and Urban Development – an agency whose budget Reagan had already slashed but which once harboured the idea that men and women shouldn’t be spending the night in places like Lincoln Park.


Marion Barry tends to reward people who have done him personal favours – people like developer Jeffrey N. Cohen, with whom Barry had a secret realestate deal in Nantucket, and from whom the city agreed to buy DC properties about to be lost through foreclosure. Ronald Reagan’s cronies make thousands – in some cases millions – by acting as ‘consultants’ on federal housing projects. Marion Barry protects people who have protected him. He managed to find $4,034 in ‘emergency’ city funds for a loyal special assistant who fell three months behind on mortgage payments on her $200,000 house. In the same vein, George Bush makes sure that Donald Gregg and John Negroponte are rewarded with ambassadorships for keeping mum about their roles – that is to say, Bush’s role – in the Iran–Contra scandal. It is true that Marion Barry used to wear a dashiki and that George Bush used to vote against the civil-rights programme. It is also true that Barry goes for things, like gay-PAC endorsements, that Republicans do not. But the bigger, sadder truth is that the ‘fit’ between White House and City Hall political degeneration is a remarkably close one. Both the Barry regime and the Republican regime believe in ‘incentive’ for those who are proven prosperous. (In the days of more blunt speech, this used to be known as socialism for the rich and free enterprise for the poor.) The results of this formula greet you and me each morning as we head off to work. Walking through downtown Washington today is like walking through any homogenized, supply-side-generated, post-Reagan city centre. A merciful city ordinance does forbid the building of any high-rise that would edge above the female figure, Armed Freedom, atop the Capitol dome, and nearer to Lafayette Park the great modern cult of ‘security’ forbids you to build in such a way as to overlook the White House; but allow for these local variations in scale and you have the standard 1980s American mix of pointless designer space surrounded by parking lots and building sites. This is development, Reagan– Bush style: fuelled by tax dodges, thick with condos for the young and credit-rich, replete with heating grates for the displaced and homeless.


In Washington, this national trend has been carefully and generously augmented by Marion Barry, the developer’s friend, and is as much his memorial as are the crime rate and the crumbling services. The ubiquitous office blocks and expense-account hotels have been granted tremendous (local) tax holidays. For example, an indulgent City Hall levies no real-estate property tax on the occupants of new commercial buildings until the buildings are fully ‘under roof’, or entirely completed. This exemption, as you might have guessed, has allowed businesses to operate fully and profitably for appreciable stretches of time at addresses which, as far as the city is concerned, don’t yet quite exist. The District, moreover, is rather shy about collecting property-transfer taxes. The Cafritz Group, for one, managed to acquire the Washington Harbor complex without paying a dime in transfer taxes, and a reporter from Washington’s combative City Paper found that a partnership led by Chubb Realty of New York City had managed to acquire $64 million worth of property at Fourteenth and L streets, without paying such taxes. The Chubb-led partnership, you see, was buying not the property as such but a limited partnership at that address, and when the partnership is altered, it is not quite the same as . . . Such are the loopholes through which, by judicious use of that tawdry euphemism ‘incentive’, the fat cats have been squeezing since the dawn of Reaganism. There is a corollary, too, that tends to hold. Even if you don’t care to believe that there is a connection between private affluence and public squalor, you may have noticed that they often coincide. Last year, the Greater Washington Research Center found that between 1980 and 1986 there had been an 8 per cent rise in the number of poor people residing in the District. Terry Lynch, a spokesman for a coalition of downtown churches, puts it even more recognizably for any city-dweller in the late 1980s. Washington, he says, is a place of ‘rising housing costs, minimum-wage jobs, downtown stores we can’t afford, and hotels we can’t stay at’. Here the relationship between Barryism and Bushery is not so much one of similarity as one of fraternity.


Neither Barry nor Bush (nor Reagan before him) has been particularly comfortable making the rich richer – comfortable, that is, at election time, when even they have been forced to stoop to democratic politics. Their shared solution has been to spend whatever time was deemed necessary in the costume of the populist, to be the regular guy and the people’s friend against the faceless ones and the pointy-heads. Obviously, neither Bush nor Barry could bring himself to run against Washington – a feat that only Ronald Reagan managed to pull off after four years at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. But they have done their best: Bush with his NRA earmuffs and agonizing Joe Blow impersonations; Barry by appealing to the ‘dream’ of King and by hinting that there are anonymous white folks out to get him. In the nature of things, both these populisms are race-specific (though it is possible to imagine both men dumping on Harvard in a relatively colour-blind fashion). After a day spent pressing for a cut in the capital gains tax, George Bush munches pork rinds and listens to a country-and-western station. When Marion Barry is not amusing the developer community at testimonial lunches, he knows enough to go and hang out in bars and other places of public resort (This, incidentally, is why it would be an excellent thing for Jesse Jackson to run for the mayoralty of Washington. A true national populist, who has at least tried to avoid racial populism, would finally be put to the test of running something – the something being a city that has so far been left prey only to parochial populists or irresponsible national ones.)


Among the things likely to tarnish one’s populist image just now is being on friendly terms with drug-dealers, which both Bush and Barry are. Of the two, only Barry has suffered from his connection, perhaps because he is put at a disadvantage by the economies of scale. At his level, it is often necessary to go and meet your connection face to face. This is precisely what Barry did on 22 December 1988, in a downtown Ramada Inn. A convicted pusher was apparently offering narcotics to the hotel staff. The police were called to the scene. They were quickly recalled to base when it was learned that Hizzoner was in the relevant suite. George Bush, while CIA chief during the Ford administration, had on his payroll Panamanian drug merchant Mañuel Noriega. Vice President George Bush was in charge of the national drug task force at the time when a wild cover-up of drug-running for the Contras was being conducted with the connivance of the Justice Department. More easily protected at – and from – press conferences, Bush has never been subjected to the awkwardness of a question about the half-dozen known drug-dealers who were employed by the State Department to finance and nourish the Contras, and whose names and records may be found by the curious in ‘Drugs, Law Enforcement, and Foreign Policy’, a report of the Senate Subcommittee on Terrorism, Narcotics, and International Operations.


Interestingly – and by now, I hope you understand, not surprisingly – Bush and Barry take similar tacks to get themselves upwind of such scandal. Both, for instance, attack the Washington Post. Complaints can be heard from each regime that the Post is out to get their man, is on his case. If only it were so. Bush and his people regard the Post as a liberal sheet, even though it made no endorsement in the 1988 election and did endorse aid to the Contras. Barry and his crew are not above describing the Post as a white mouthpiece and propagandizing to this effect on their ceremonial visits to ghetto neighbourhoods. Acutely sensitive to this charge, which is a demagogic one in view of the many black editors and reporters on the paper, the Post has in fact been rather lenient with Barry, and has gone out of its way to appease his partisans by running ‘balanced’ columns and local uplift stories.


Press-baiting, phoney populist electioneering – such are the standard means by which the politically debased mask their corruption. And should these methods falter (they have not yet), there is always good, old-fashioned religion. Cleverly, both Barry and Bush profess an unctuous, ostentatious Protestantism. Of course they care, deeply; don’t they say so before God? Bush has told of being reborn and has seldom, if ever, skipped a chance to intone about Christian values. Barry likes nothing better than a good prayer-breakfast, and has an outfit called the Washington Council of Churches more or less ready to endorse him on a day-to-day basis, wittily accusing his critics and detractors of being ‘divisive’. Well, if Protestantism has a point – and I may not be the shrewdest judge here – it is surely its insistence on thrift, husbandry, and the deferment of gratification. The riotous hedonism of the possessing – or in Barry’s case the governing – classes is not just a reproach in itself. It involves, by its reliance upon deficit spending, tax breaks, and speculative ‘growth’, an utter negation of the ideas of continence and proportion. In other words, the WASPs don’t have a Protestant ethic, nor do the big-mouthed Baptist crooners and swayers. Simply look at what these men have done, and what they have failed to do.


When Lincoln Steffens was writing The Shame of the Cities, he had a regular question that he would put to new contacts in every burg he visited. The question was: ‘Who runs?’ This brusque inquiry has a special pertinence for the nation’s capital. Washington is ‘run’ by the federal government, which ‘runs’ it as it wishes it could run the rest of the country; which is to say it runs it as a semi-colony, with some local buffoons nominally in charge. The point about the local buffoons is that if things go wrong, they can be blamed and scapegoated. And, with all the cunning of the subordinate, they in turn can blame the loftier powers for their own share in the colony’s misfortunes. There is a sort of buck-passing symbiosis involved, with the national Establishment saying, in effect, Whaddaya expect? and the local operators claiming self-pityingly that the blue-bloods have a down on them that dates back to plantation days. During the street-murder mania of last spring, it was impossible not to notice this backing and filling, this reciprocal disowning of a city and a community. Mayor Barry made the imperishable observation that apart from the murders, the local crime rate wasn’t all that bad (what might Archer Alexander or Mary McLeod Bethune or Dr King have said to that exhausted, craven rhetoric?), while the White House, in all its majesty, consulted the opinion polls, considered intervening directly in the policing of the District, and then decided to fight another day on more promising turf. After all, who was getting slaughtered, really? Mainly the hard cases in the Southeast, which saves on arraignments and committals and incarcerations, and could on one view of the ‘invisible hand’ be counted as a self-correcting market process in which risks and rewards come into fine alignment.


The minions of the Barry administration have been no less callous in their dealings with the underclass. During the last two years, Barry’s people have been found in contempt of court on at least five occasions. District judges have cited contempt in cases involving overcrowding, understaffing, and inmate conditions at the ghastly Lorton Reformatory, in one instance for the city’s refusal to comply with court orders about medical treatment for a wounded prisoner. The District has also been found in contempt for disobeying the result of a referendum on shelters for the homeless. In other words, the very people for whom the mayor claims to speak are the ones who receive the least reward of his attention.


Contempt is a good and useful word, of which insufficient use is made these days. Contempt is what both Washington governments have for their citizens and voters. (If Jesse Jackson is smart, he will press hard and fast for statehood, so that he is a governor and not a mayor, and so that DC will have properly elected representatives on the Hill.) This contempt forces us to ponder an answer to the question: ‘What sort of people do they think we are?’ Much depends on the answer.


Harper’s Magazine, October 1989



THE STATE WITHIN THE STATE


ON THE FIRST DAY of August 1991, in Room 419 of the Dirksen Senate Office Building, there was a hearing that disclosed little to the eye but a good deal to the sceptical mind. The setup looked unpromising enough. With the exception of vast, choreographed numbers like the Iran–Contra waltz of the summer of 1987, congressional hearings are deliberately organized to militate against drama, and this particular hearing was no exception. Experts were on hand to speak in tones pitched to guarantee boredom. Committee members, typically half-prepared and distracted, would ensure monotony and torpor. The Subcommittee on Terrorism, Narcotics and International Operations of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee was taking evidence on the murky workings of an international bank – no big deal in our time. But the bank in question this day was the Bank of Credit and Commerce International, and the testimony, as it unfolded, had less to do, really, with the financial workings of BCCI than with the visceral workings of the government of the United States. Ranged in various attitudes of piety and relaxation were Senators Jesse Helms (Republican, North Carolina), James Jeffords (Republican, Vermont), Claiborne Pell (Democrat, Rhode Island), Paul Simon (Democrat, Illinois), Alan Cranston (Democrat, California and a nice touch for an investigation of a bank), and John Kerry (Democrat, Massachusetts), the subcommittee chairman. The two witnesses were Jack Blum, a former investigator for the subcommittee, and William von Rabb, US Customs commissioner under Presidents Reagan and (until August 1989) Bush, and dull their declarations were not. As Blum and von Rabb got deeper and deeper into their testimony, reporters began to catch one another’s eye; in the seats reserved for the public, quiet gave way to murmurs and even a few whistles of astonishment. I was a bit taken aback myself by the Q’s and especially the A’s:




Did the Federal Reserve possess a list of names of prominent Washingtonians who had taken kickbacks from BCCI? Yes, it did.


Had BCCI helped certain ‘outlaw’ states acquire American nuclear technology? Yes, it had.


Had payments been made through BCCI to drug-runners, gun-smugglers, death-squad leaders? You bet.


Had the Treasury Department known about BCCI? Sure.


What about Justice? (The department, not the concept – we’re talking real world here.) They knew what was up and seemed most concerned that no others would.





Interesting. But in a way even more interesting (at least to the sceptical mind) than this long scroll of indictments was where the scroll suddenly screeched to a halt. Treasury, Justice . . . what about the Central Intelligence Agency? I happened to know that the CIA had been politely invited to send someone to appear before the subcommittee. Its members had recently learned from investigators that the agency had stashed money in a number of BCCI accounts to use for covert operations in a number of countries. Senator Kerry’s subcommittee – at any rate, Senator Kerry – wanted some answers. I actually have in my possession a letter from Senator Kerry – whose work on the connection between narcotics and the Nicaraguan Contras was so efficiently interred three years ago – to Judge William H. Webster, director of Central Intelligence. The letter was sent on 14 May 1991, weeks before regulators in several countries shut down BCCI and its worldwide $20 billion criminal operation. In the letter, Webster is asked to furnish a copy of a seven-to-ten-page memorandum about BCCI written in 1988 by the deputy director of the CIA, Robert Gates, and to provide as well a ‘detailed explanation’ of the nature and extent of the agency’s use of the bank.


Kerry got no reply of any kind from Webster. Kerry was told by the agency that no CIA man would appear before his subcommittee unless the hearing was closed. The open hearing did produce an account of how the CIA knew, but failed to inform the Federal Reserve, that BCCI illegally controlled First American Bankshares Inc., the Washington-based holding company chaired by Clark Clifford; and Jack Blum did place in evidence a deposition from former Contra bagman Adolfo Calero. (Very interesting, the latter – but its contents were not disclosed.) By the end of the day, however, no committee member had formulated a sentence placing in relation the terms BCCI and CIA. This day, as on all too many days since its modest inception in 1947, the CIA was the ghost in the machine. The ostensible processes of open, representative government were not to – and dutifully did not – reveal the agency’s role, or its reach.


There exists a provision in the Constitution requiring of all branches of government ‘that a regular Statement and Account of the Receipts and Expenditures of all public Money shall be published from time to time’. The CIA is exempted from this – hence its easy evasions with regard to BCCI. In truth, the CIA, citing national security, has managed to exempt itself from all manner of scrutiny, be it from the Congress, the press, or ordinary citizens. The BCCI scandal; the hubristic nomination of Robert Gates to head the agency, despite his umbral connections to the illegal funding of the Contras; the ongoing investigation by special prosecutor Lawrence Walsh into the Iran–Contra affair, now burrowing further and further into the CIA thanks to the attack of conscience and plea-bargains experienced by Alan Fiers, who headed the agency’s Central America Task Force from 1984 to 1988; the trial of Mañuel Noriega, the CIA’s torture-condoning, coke-dealing ‘asset’; the mainstream attention given (finally) this past summer to allegations that the Reagan campaign team, led by spookmeister William Casey, sought to delay the release of the hostages held in Iran until after the 1980 election: the CIA, its awful role and lawless reach, is everywhere apparent in Washington just now. Everywhere, and nowhere: this fall there will be more sordid accounts of CIA operations and actions, to be sure, but I doubt there will be an accounting. It would seem to be no one’s issue that the laws and institutions of government – that American democracy itself – have been, as they might say inside the agency, ‘converted’.


‘Our real duty is to become the mind of America.’ Thus Hugh ‘Harlot’ Montague, the pseudo-intellectual spy who is the eponymous centre of Norman Mailer’s recent epic novel about the CIA. Such airs – in life as in fiction – the agency gives itself ! The mind of America, yet! But dare we repress the suspicion that there is something all too truthful in this arrogation? Even something that – if we keep in mind how the American political class has delegated numberless dark corners of its ‘mind’ to covert subcontractors – might explain the broadly felt sense of overwhelming political cynicism and disarray? Consider, if only briefly, the postwar role the CIA has played in bending the American mind. I am going to leave aside the overseas memorials – the graveyards filled by the noisy Americans in and around Saigon; the torture chambers constructed and used in Iran by SAVAK; the jail cell that held Nelson Mandela, in whose arrest the CIA played a part; the statues of dictators propped up by the agency – that mark the CIA’s collusion with the most degraded elements in Third World politics. Let us confine the study to America’s own internal affairs – including that area of ‘police, subpoena, or law enforcement powers or internal security functions’ that the CIA was, by its founding congressional charter, explicitly forbidden to touch.


Beginning at the beginning, we find the agency secretly finding homes and jobs in the USA for several hundred prominent Nazis and Nazi collaborators. Soon after begin the operational pacts with notorious American crime families. Drugs have had a special place in the CIA; it has, over the years, financed experiments with LSD and other hallucinogens and toxins on unwitting civilians, and worked in concert with pilots and middlemen who trafficked not only in information but in heroin and cocaine that wound up on the American market. As for that other American bogey, spendthrift government: the CIA may be mean, but never lean. Its exact funding, naturally, is kept from us, and anyway the ‘intelligence community’ is not only the agency but many agencies, which means only that the generally accepted estimate of the CIA’s annual budget – no less than $3.5 billion, in support of 20,000 employees – is on the far side of conservative. In such a case, the smallest vignette may be quite instructive. In 1986, William Casey awarded a $20,000 bonus to Alan Fiers for his ‘exceptional management’ of the CIA’s Central America Task Force – Fiers’s chief ‘task’, as we now know, being that of circumventing congressional prohibitions on arming Contras and talking trade with hostage-takers.


Above and beyond the drugs and the wasting of tax dollars is the matter of American democracy, and the CIA’s unrelieved contempt for it. It has bought and suborned senior American journalists and editors, and planted knowing falsehoods in the American press. It has established itself, by means of ‘deniable’ funds and foundations, in the belly of the American academy, although no doubt literature courses influenced by multiculturalism are infi-nitely more scandalous and threatening to the American way of life. Should I bring up the publishing houses the agency has subsidized to dispense disinformation? How it has further corrupted a political language – think of ‘asset’, ‘destabilize’, ‘terminate’ – already weakened by sordid euphemism? (This is not so much the American mind as the American id: down, dirty, sniggering.) What about the tainted money from overseas – from despots, mostly, as if to sharpen the irony – that, thanks to the agency, has entered the electoral process?


The damage the CIA has done to American democracy is most evident, I think, when we look to Congress. The Senate and House have been routinely deceived by the agency and by foreign governments assisted by the agency – this is the dark heart of Iran–Contra. What is more, the pornography of tough-mindedness, covert action, and preparedness for ‘peace through strength’ has had a predictably hypnotic effect on the legislative branch, turning it from legal watchdog to lapdog. As the agency’s most famous counter-espionage man, James Jesus Angleton, once peremptorily told an ‘executive session’ of the Senate Committee on Intelligence: ‘It is inconceivable that a secret intelligence arm of the government has to comply with all the overt orders of the government.’ On that occasion – and note, please, the educated contempt with which the word ‘overt’ is employed – the CIA had refused to comply with a congressional call to destroy its supply of Castro-threatening shellfish poison. In recent years senior agency officials have grown somewhat more subtle in their disdain of lawmakers and the law. According to the 1987 report of the House and Senate Iran–Contra committees, Robert Gates testified, in answer to questions that involved the immediate space in front of his nose: ‘We [the agency] didn’t want to know how the Contras were being funded . . . we actively discouraged people from telling us things. We did not pursue lines of questioning.’ In his response to a question about how he was advised in October 1986 by an understrapper, Charles Allen, that there might be an Iran-to-Contra ‘diversion’ – bear in mind that this advising from Allen came a full month before the scandal broke – Gates testified that his ‘first reaction was to tell Mr. Allen that I didn’t want to hear any more about it’.


Lying? Yes, as it turned out. But in a sense what is more interesting, in an ominous way, is how Gates – how the agency, for it is true of it as well as him – claims the metaphysical power to negate knowledge, even cognition. This is intelligence work of a most peculiar sort. In the hands of the CIA, a well-known, widely reported, public fact – for example, Israel’s early and crucial role in clandestinely arming Iran with American weapons when there was a congressional ban on such – gets classified a ‘secret’ and is never again mentioned by an elected official. (Israel, comically, went through the Iran–Contra hearings as ‘Country One’.) Similarly, as with Gates and the diversion, a known phenomenon – profits from arms sales to Iran entering the Contras’ coffers – becomes ‘unknown’ because a CIA official puts his hands to his ears when knowledge of the phenomenon is about to be uttered in his presence. (The obvious question for Mr Gates at his confirmation hearings: How did he know he didn’t want to know any more about it?) It must be said that over the long haul such conjury does require an audience of almost doltish credulity. This has been furnished time and again by the aptly named Intelligence ‘oversight’ committees on the Hill: juries of those not wishing to hear, nodding at witnesses not wishing to tell. In the mid 1970s there did flicker a moment when it was thought that perhaps the CIA should not be a law unto itself – I am thinking of the Church and Pike committees’ work – but that moment was quickly extinguished, thanks in no small part to the work of then CIA director George Herbert Walker Bush. An outstanding example of current relations (that is to say, traditional relations) between oversight and the purportedly overseen can be discerned in the matter of the disclosure that Robert Gates, just days before the President nominated him to head the CIA, had been notified that he was a ‘subject’ of Lawrence Walsh’s ongoing Iran–Contra investigation. Questioned about this troubling development (troubling even after so much overlooking, one might still think), the White House said it was troubled not at all – that ‘through an intermediary’ it had received ‘some assurance’ from the special prosecutor that Gates was not an actual target of the investigation. And the intermediary? Why, Senator David Boren (Democrat, Oklahoma), chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee and the elected lawmaker most clearly responsible for overseeing, not facilitating.


If you had been at CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, last 4 March – in fact, you would not, by law, have been allowed to have been – you would have witnessed a celebration of such facilitation, as Director Webster invested Republican Congressman Henry Hyde of Illinois and Democratic Congressman Anthony C. Beilenson of California with CIA Seal Medallions for their ‘sustained outstanding support to the agency’. Both had served long and well (from the agency’s standpoint) on the House Intelligence oversight committee, and Webster spoke of the ‘high privilege’ it had been to work with them. Ah, checks and balances. Congressman Beilenson made note at the ceremony of how the CIA had ‘followed both the letter and the spirit of the law’. Congressman Hyde – you might recall his role in making absolutely sure the Iran–Contra hearings self-destructed – contented himself with saying that service to the oversight committee had been ‘a rare adventure’. I dare say.


In its attempt to salvage the Gates nomination this fall and to fend off those, like Senator Moynihan (Democrat, New York), who have begun wondering aloud whether the CIA should not be subject to a full re-evaluation, what with the war it was set up to fight – the Cold War – now over, the agency has got the word around town about a ‘new’ CIA: no more plumbers, just computer nerds and specialists of the think-tank variety, white-collar types turning out economic forecasts and drawing up long-range predictions. The problem with this ‘new’ CIA is that it has been around for years. The tabulation of concocted figures and the drawing from these of fictitious conclusions have long been agency staples. The CIA’s annual Handbook of Economic Statistics is a perfect example, and its 1989 edition makes for wonderful reading. My favourite number is the one putting the annual rate of growth in the USSR during 1981–85 at 1.9 per cent, significantly above the rate for those years in Western Europe. The CIA also cooked up the idea that the per capita GNP of East Germany was greater in the 1980s than that of West Germany – the agency’s numbers are right there in the 1989 edition of the Statistical Abstract of the United States. To what end, this arithmetical fiction? Well, it wasn’t intended to deceive the Russians or East Germans. They never toiled under the delusion that they were outstripping the West. The target here was the American lawmaker and, through him, the American taxpayer. The point was the maintenance of a national mood, one more deeply informed by fear. In such a climate, democracy might be overlooked here and there, and those in power might be given the chance to maintain it and exercise it in the shadows.


When the CIA predicted that the USSR would possess 10,000 antiballistic missiles by 1970, it was doing little more than giving an immense boost to the ‘contractor community’, as I once heard it unsmilingly called. The Soviet T-72 tank, recently demonstrated to have extremely combustive properties on the plains of Mesopotamia, was invested with magically sinister capabilities by one CIA report after another. Ditto the Scud. This wasn’t the War Brought Home that the anti-Vietnam War demonstrators chanted of. This was the War Bought at Home. As for the agency’s long-range forecasts, they have always been written ultimately with one thing in mind: assuring a continued and prominent foreign-policy-making role for the unelected government at Langley. With the Cold War in the past tense, this will not be easy: new enemies must be found, and fast. Drug kingpins? Terrorists? If joining them no longer pays off, one might as well beat them.


It would seem that the agency is also looking to develop economic enemies, beginning with Japan. The Rochester Institute of Technology in upstate New York, under the presidency of M. Richard Rose, has evolved into a satellite station of the agency, and last year in Rochester there took place a CIA-sponsored seminar on the Japanese economy. Among the participants were Kent Harrington, director of the CIA’s East Asia Department, and former National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane (nice to have him back). Colonel Andrew Dougherty, a Rochester administrator, worked up a draft report based on the seminar, and I suspect it is something of a template for the ‘new’ CIA. We learn, for example, that the Japanese ‘are creatures of an ageless, amoral, manipulative, and controlling culture’. They are poised to take advantage of Americans, whose natural ‘optimism’ forever ‘creates a false sense of security and reduces the national will to act’. (Sounds here as though Mr Harrington cribbed a bit from the 1950s forecasts about the USSR.) In the not too distant future – the report is titled ‘Japan: 2000’ – there will loom the threat of ‘an economic sneak attack, from which the United States may not recover’.


No ‘new’ CIA will be formulated from within the agency itself. Nor will pressure for such come from anywhere in the executive branch. Lest we forget, it was the CIA which moulded the plastic figure of George Bush and laid the trail of calamities and cover-ups that helped him along the road to the presidency. Appointed to the directorship by Gerald Ford supposedly as a technocrat – instructive, that, in getting a grasp on nominee Gates – Bush proved staunchly otherwise, beginning right off at his confirmation hearings with one of the more stupendous Freudian syntactical blunders of our time: ‘I think we should tread very carefully on governments that are constitutionally elected.’ During his tenure at Langley, the agency set up serious shop in Angola and Jamaica, American journalists continued to be hired on the sly, and General Noriega was even more generously cultivated. It was also Director Bush who used the agency to tighten the ratchet of 1970s anti-Commie paranoia by appointing ‘Team B’ to second-guess the annual intelligence estimates. ‘Team B’, made up of Paul Nitze, Richard Pipes, Lieutenant General Dan Graham and others of similar stamp, is perhaps best remembered for its belief in the unfalsifiable superstition that Moscow sought and could obtain strategic superiority. Out of this smoke came the atmospherics of Reaganism.


Bush will do nothing to bring either glasnost or perestroika to Langley. And he can be counted on to prevent Congress from doing so. Witness his demanding – and getting – from the Hill in August a new, post-Iran–Contra Intelligence Authorization Act which, formalities aside, permits the CIA to continue its unchecked, covert ways. This is not to say that some lonely congressional committee or two still should not make a thorough, concerted inquiry into the CIA a priority. Quite the contrary: there is here, as in the Soviet Union, an entire shadow history that must be brought to light if America is ever again to regain even a modicum of faith in Washington. One need look back no further than the 1980s – the 1980 presidential election, possibly tainted by William Casey and company; the arms build-up, undertaken on the basis of CIA-confected data; the Contra war, fuelled by the CIA against the will of Congress; the cover-up of the latter, smeared with agency fingerprints – to glimpse the breadth and depth of the shadow cast.


Can we take it? Capitol thinking says no; the people could not bear the grim news and do not wish to learn it. Credibility is said to be at stake. Well, yes, it is. The full exposure of the shadow government operating out of Langley is a necessary condition for – as people like to say – ‘putting all this behind us’ and ‘moving the country forward’.


No candidate for the highest office in 1992 can be counted as genuine unless he or she announces that the elected government will be the only one.


Harper’s Magazine, October 1991



VOTING IN THE PASSIVE VOICE


THE SALEM SCREEN PRINTERS plant in Salem, New Hampshire, is like thousands of other factories in America. Set among various freeway intersections in a quasi-sylvan environment, and situated just off auspiciously named South Policy Street, it employs some dozens of friendly, partially educated young people who are delighted to have a job. The work itself, which involves putting blank T-shirts under a die stamp and then removing them with logos imprinted, is only notionally above the burger-flipping level of which we hear so much. But then New Hampshire’s deep and lingering recession has at least assured a free market for cheap take-out food: in all directions across the state, the mall outlets for T-shirts with logos are putting up the shutters. (You haven’t vibrated to the deep resonance of the word ‘emptiness’, by the way, until you have seen a dying mall in today’s United States.)


It was a morning late in January when Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton arrived at the plant and stepped into an assemblage of workers – praying, I suppose, that nobody would make any jokes about pressing the flesh. His campaign for the presidential nomination was on this day poised awkwardly between the headquarters of this year’s try at an early Democratic consensus and the hindquarters of Ms Gennifer Flowers. Numerous representatives of the Fourth Estate – which already, following the requisite week or two of Washington briefings, huddlings, and phone-arounds, had declared Clinton the frontrunner, and thus had a keen interest in keeping him so – were on hand. I circled the candidate, peppering him with questions, hoping to steer the conversation, however fleetingly, from his sleeping around to the quality of his sleep a few nights back after giving his personal okay for the execution of an imbecile Arkansas murderer.


Seeing Clinton scowling in my direction, I looked over my shoulder, hoping to hear a follow-up or two from my colleagues. It was then I realized that I was – photographers apart – alone. I had dutifully trailed the press corps from Washington to snowy Manchester to . . . where was everybody? The pack! Where was the pack!!? It was, as it turned out, ranged respectfully around a small, moustached man gesturing freely, confident of his hold on his audience. This happened to be Stan Greenberg, Clinton’s storied pollster. During Clinton’s entire two-hour visit to the Salem plant, Greenberg was the only one who did any serious talking. Clinton – just then the anointed Democratic ‘frontrunner’, and perhaps the next leader of the Free World – seemed content with the division of labour.


As why should he not have been? He had got this far by judicious study of ‘the numbers’, and by careful cultivation and propitiation of those who amass, decode and package them. Clinton’s quietude in Salem, the acquiescence of the press in that quietude, Greenberg’s centrality – here was the true picture of democracy in America circa 1992, no photo opportunity necessary. Before my eyes, as Greenberg carefully walked the reporters through the results of his latest instant survey of New Hampshire’s electorate – his questions, his sample of voters, his interpretation of the results – impressions were taking shape as ‘perception’, perception beginning its brisk march to fact and on to truth – or, better, Truth. Here, indeed, was the quadrennial American political ritual – the reduction of the vast, varied, and increasingly restless polis to a poll.


Poll, poll, poll. Try reading a news story or watching one aired on TV without encountering the word. Readers of the Washington Post of 5 February, to take but one example, were offered seven stories on the front page, and of these, three – about the pessimism of Washington’s residents, the souring of Poland on capitalism, and, it should go without saying, the Clinton campaign – were based on polls. Not content to wait a day or two for results, the Cable News Network pioneered the viewer phone-in poll, inviting nightly news-watchers to glimpse a minute-long story, then dial an instant opinion. And this year, just a few days before heading to New Hampshire, I was invited by CBS to take part (as were you) in a phone-in poll conducted in the fading moments of the President’s State of the Union address.


But allow me to bring this problem down to an anecdotal level, which, of course, pollsters decry as unscientific. At a dinner party, one is seldom told – and one is never to ask – how, and especially why, a given guest voted in the last primary or national election. Instead, one spends the evening at a certain clever, cool remove from the stuff of democratic politics – swapping back and forth across the table numbers gleaned from the CNN or ABC or Times/Mirror poll. And these are only the most visible polls. Behind the drapery of the permanent plebiscite are the private, strategic polls of the Bush administration, of members of Congress, of all candidates for national office, as well as the daily digest of polling that is either modemed or hand-delivered to editors, producers, and reporters subscribing to Hotline, the political insider’s ultimate data service. Gone are the days when newspapers like the New York Times debated whether they should commission polls of their own; and whether, if they did commission them, to put them on the front page; and whether, in that event, polls should carry a reporter’s byline. Any newspaper – or news-magazine or TV network – which these days declined to make news in this way might stand accused of lacking ‘objectivity’ and also ‘sophistication’, which together are thought to attract readers, and are known to attract advertisers. Moreover, polls today no longer make only their own news; they colour the rest of it. A paper like the Times knows it is ‘objective’ and ‘sophisticated’ to publish a goofy photo of Bush, or run a bit longer with one of his train-wreck quotations when its CBS/New York Times poll shows the President’s approval rating sagging towards the 50 per cent range.


Opinion polling was born out of a struggle not to discover the public mind but to master it. It was a weapon in the early wars to thwart organized labour and in the battle against Populism, and it later became rather a favourite in the arsenal of ‘mass-psychology’ parties of the European right. There was always money in it, and the term ‘pollster’ originated in a 1949 book by a political scientist named Lindsay Rogers, who coined it in order to evoke the word ‘huckster’. Rogers was arguing against a seminal and pernicious book written by George Gallup in 1940 and pompously entitled The Pulse of Democracy. In its hucksterish pages Gallup sought to argue that James Bryce was wrong, in his American Commonwealth, to conclude that ‘the machinery for weighing or measuring the popular will from week to week or month to month is not likely to be invented.’ Not so, said Gallup. The opinion poll – or, as he grandly put it, ‘the sampling referendum’ – had the popular will wired:




This means that the nation is literally in one great room. The newspapers and the radio conduct the debate on national issues, presenting both information and argument on both sides, just as the townsfolk did in person in the old town meeting. And finally, through the process of the sampling referendum, the people, having heard the debate on both sides of every issue, can express their will. After one hundred and fifty years we return to the town meeting. This time the whole nation is within the doors.





Lindsay Rogers wrote of this: ‘The best thing about these claims is that they are completely false. If there were a modicum of truth in them, the outlook for popular government would be even grimmer than it is.’ Rogers was particularly troubled by what he saw as the pollster’s potential power to, in effect, wield the gavel at the town meeting – to frame a question in such a way as to limit, warp, or actually guarantee the answer. Wouldn’t a practice of getting the right responses by asking the right questions (and only those) pose a grave threat to the ongoing and freewheeling conversation that is at the heart of democracy?


Rogers could not have imagined the way in which this particular malignancy would develop and advance. Early this past winter I sat and chatted in Los Angeles with Patrick Caddell, perhaps the most famous and successful pollster of the 1970s and 1980s. In 1988, Caddell recalled for me, he had been hired to do polling for Alan Cranston, the Democratic senator from California. ‘He was in big trouble,’ Caddell related. ‘The Republicans were running Ed Zschau against him, a guy who was moderate and smart and young. All our figures showed that the voters were bored with Cranston and that the younger voters wanted a younger guy. It looked bad.’ Bad, but not impossible. ‘There was one other finding,’ Caddell went on to say. ‘The voters were alienated. They weren’t strongly disposed to vote, and they were very turned off by negative campaigning. The fewer who voted, the better for Cranston.’ The thinking went that because Cranston had more name recognition and was the incumbent, with the attendant organization to get out the tried-and-true voters, he’d squeak by in a low-turnout race. ‘So I told them, “Run the most negative campaign you can. Drive the voters away. Piss them off with politics.” It worked. Cranston just made it by two points. The day after, I realized what I had done and got out of the business.’


But the business, of course, lives on, growing ever more subtle and insidious. An admiring Time magazine profile of Clinton published early in 1992 described his campaign as being scientifically, masterfully ‘poll-driven’. I learned the meaning of this term when I was told by the Clinton camp, very politely and candidly, that it would not be possible for me to watch a private poll being conducted. One of his senior advisers explained that that would be to give away the store. ‘Our polling is predictive,’ she said proudly. ‘We’re laying out the race, getting it to play out so that we’ll be where the voters will be by, say, July.’ Obviously, Clinton’s people didn’t want to expose their strategy any more than – and this was a comparison offered by a Clinton staffer – Lee Atwater did when he uncovered Michael Dukakis’s ‘vulnerability’ on race and the flag in those legendary ‘focus groups’ of voters back in 1988.


There is an entire – and not unrevealing – pollster’s argot to which one is introduced by hanging out with the professionals. A term that I came to love is ‘forced choice’. This is where the questioner puts a firm, noexceptions, yes-or-no proposition to the interviewee. ‘You see, if you offer the people the option of saying “I’m not sure” or “I don’t have enough information,”’ I was told by Professor David Moore of the University of New Hampshire, who is a student and critic of polling, ‘the number of them who will say it will go up by about 20 per cent. “Forced choice” means getting people to have an opinion.’ Then there’s ‘choice or lean’, which sounds oddly like something you’d see in a butcher’s window. If you can’t get computer-selected citizens to choose your candidate or his position on a given issue from a multiple-choice menu, you can at least ask them whether they ‘lean’ towards any one option. Together with ‘tracking’ (three-day rolling averages of the evolution of opinion) and ‘panel-backing’ (phoning up the same people you interviewed before and counting on their ‘indebtedness’ – gee, if you drop out of the sample now, the whole tracking thing blows up – to prevent them from hanging up on you), a flickering image of the state of opinion can be kept on the screen.


There is a dialectic of manipulation involved here. Not only must the ‘poll-driven’ campaign seek to shape and mould opinion, but its candidate must be ready at all times to assume the required shape and posture. The process is very far from being infallible – for example, George Bush’s tracking geniuses must have completely missed the signals about the emerging salience last fall of the health-care issue – but it is the process. In effect, politics has become a vast game of simulation which it takes a lot of money to play – the most modest of tracking polls costs a candidate about $20,000 – and has replaced, for politicians, canvassing and, for journalists, basic reporting. See the eager seeker after the nomination as he meets the people. See his frozen posture and quacking, halting speech as he musters unfamiliar bonhomie. See him as he gets gratefully into his car and grabs the portable phone to call his pollster and find out what people really want. Now see the mackintoshed reporter as he calls up the latest findings on his green PC screen, writes them up, and puts his name on them. He has been out to test the temperature of the nation.


For one awful moment in January it had seemed that Bill Clinton’s own god might fail him: He stood a sudden, deadly chance of being turned upon by the averages and the percentages – his own head, as it were, served up on a poll. A detailed study of this moment in New Hampshire – a scrutiny of a series of impressions as they strove to take form and shape, and to become a ‘perception’ instead of an impression – will, I hope, illuminate how polling is not a benign, detached mapping of the political landscape but, rather, a powerful means of cultivating and reshaping it. Far from being the mere study of intention and attitude, it is a profound intervention in the formative period of these things. From the Flowers flap one learns not about the supposedly undue influence of tawdry tabloids, or of the inability of Americans to remain focused on the crucial issues of the day (tax cuts of $60, $80; standardized testing by the year 2000 or 2010), but rather how a cunning campaign team and a compliant ‘quality’ press can do not everything yet many things.


If you exempt the polls done by the networks in conjunction with the big newspapers, and the private polling organizations of the individual candidates, there were in New Hampshire late this past January three polling organizations that counted, so to speak – and counted, or rather were counted, more than once. Results of these three polls – the Boston Globe/WBZ-TV poll, the poll taken by the American Research Group of Manchester, and that undertaken by the University of New Hampshire at Durham for station WMUR-TV in Manchester – were routinely extrapolated by columnists and broadcasters to say something on a national level about one or another candidate’s standing or future chances. In turn, these impressions and analyses were cycled back into the state – by the media, the campaign staffs, and the candidates themselves – with further effects on fund-raising, on position-taking, on day-to-day campaign plans, and thus, again, on statewide and nationwide ‘perceptions’. Here, beneath the clean veneer afforded by computers and cellular phones, we have the new smoke-filled back rooms, where the silent but crucial ‘election’ is held and the results are posted (war chests filled, pundits brought on board, ‘electability’ established) before even one citizen’s vote has actually been cast.


On Monday 27 January – the day after Clinton’s appearance with his wife, Hillary, on 60 Minutes, and the day his campaign people and supporters in the media thought he might be broken by a press conference held in New York City by Ms Flowers, during which scratchy recordings were played of purported Clinton–Flowers phone chats – the Boston Globe conducted its regular poll of 400 ‘likely Democratic primary voters’ in New Hampshire. The Globe’s polling calls began going out to interviewees even as the Clintons could be glimpsed on the nightly news fending off reporters’ questions about the scandalous tapes; and the polling continued as the crucial first edition of the paper – the edition that is sold, promoted, and studiously read by voters and opinion-shapers in New Hampshire – went to press. The early sampling turned up the result that Clinton was favoured by 33 per cent of those polled, roughly the same as earlier in the month, given the poll’s acknowledged (that is, arrogantly claimed) ‘margin of error’ of plus or minus five points. These numbers, in turn, generated the front-page heading POLL SHOWS CLINTON’S LEAD UNDIMINISHED and the instant front-page analysis (paragraph four) by Walter V. Robinson that ‘so far, the poll suggests the news media – and not Clinton – have suffered from the intensive coverage of the Flowers charges.’ The American Research Group, a private outfit that drops its market research practice every four years during election season and concentrates on polling, came away with different numbers after polling that night. The ARG had Clinton moving from a 39 per cent share to a 28 per cent share. Not so, says UNH’s David Moore. Likewise polling on 27 January, Moore drew upon ‘likely Democrats’ who had been interviewed twice before. His findings can best be summarized in his own words: ‘Clinton’s support [on the twenty-seventh] is not from the same voters who supported him in the last poll.’ Moore, in his polling, found that while Clinton remained the ‘frontrunner’, only 54 per cent of his original supporters stayed with him, while one-third went to other candidates and 12 per cent moved to the ‘unsure’ column. These statistics, in turn, were laid out by Moore in varying levels of intensity (‘strongly believe’, ‘moderately believe’, etc.), so as to license his conclusion that ‘these figures suggest how volatile the vote in New Hampshire still [was] at this time of the campaign.’


Now, one can attack the Globe numbers not only with other numbers but on innumerable theoretical and analytical grounds. For instance, I would agree with Robert Schmuhl, a professor of American studies at Notre Dame who specializes in the country’s peculiar fascination with personality politics, when he said early in February that ‘the real people up in New Hampshire are not acknowledging as openly as they might the doubts that a story like the Clinton story raises in their minds.’ I might bolster this line of thought with – well, some rather volatile numbers. No more than 8 per cent of those polled by the Globe on 27 January said they definitely would not vote for a candidate who’d admitted to an extra-marital affair – and this number, or some rough approximation of it, was repeated through January and into February by pundits, editorialists, and Democratic movers/shakers as bracing proof that Americans (not simply New Hampshire’s likely Democratic voters) were sick of supermarket sleaze, had matured as voters and citizens, and were fully preoccupied with the issues. Interesting, and wholly uncommented upon, was the fact that fully 36 per cent of those asked essentially the same question five years ago by the Times at the height of the Gary Hart–Donna Rice furore said they could not vote for an acknowledged adulterer.


But let’s return to the Globe, and its crucial first edition, with its declaration that Clinton remained the frontrunner and that the press, not the candidate, was in big trouble. This was the poll and conclusion trumpeted by David Broder, the capital’s chronicler of received wisdom, in the Washington Post of 28 January; thus was established the ‘take’ inside the Beltway. The Globe’s early edition was also cited by ABC’s Nightline on the night of the twenty-seventh, and no doubt steeled Joe Grandmaison, New Hampshire’s former Democratic chairman and a Clinton supporter; he managed to keep Forrest Sawyer on the defensive by accusing Nightline of sinking to the level of the tabloids by devoting an earlier show to the Flowers allegations. The editors of opinion-shaping papers and magazines went to bed satisfied that they’d done the right thing by burying their stories about the scandal; and the fund-raisers and party bigs turned in resting easier now that their man had, at least for the time being, weathered the storm. But here’s what poor Forrest didn’t know, or couldn’t know: by the time he was signing off, the Globe’s pollsters were uncovering a somewhat different response. Special calls placed to 229 additional likely voters found that Clinton’s support had dropped enough to bring the entire sample down three percentage points. If my mathematics is right, Clinton was supported by about 25 per cent of those phoned up later rather than sooner – those, that is, who’d had an hour or two to reflect. Given the margin of error, it turns out that this later sample threw similar support to former Massachusetts Senator Paul Tsongas. These interviewees were particularly troubled not by the question of adultery but by the question of whether Clinton was telling the truth about his adulterous ways. To return to Mr Robinson: he would write in still another instant front-page analysis for the paper’s final edition (paragraph four) that ‘as the evening wore on, Clinton’s support eroded . . .’


We wouldn’t know that. Nobody ever used the follow-up edition. Was it not Michael Deaver who said that getting the first version into print was half the battle? The other half was that nobody – by which I mean the party heavies, the consultants, the columnists, etc. – wanted to hear it. The last thing anyone in the process wanted to read was the kind of ‘objective’ headline the numbers truly called for: POLLS SHOW CLINTON SAGGING, TSONGAS SURGING, AMONG VOTERS GIVEN MOMENT TO THINK. With another candidate – one less firmly embraced by the party and the pack: a Gary Hart, say – one might have heard less about ‘privacy’ and more about ‘credibility’, ever an issue for the candidate from nowhere and very much one for Clinton, as, in the wake of his draft flap, fidelity to flag would commingle with fidelity to wife. However, with a nominating process constructed to ward off late entrants, with the filing deadlines by late January past for primaries that would choose nearly a third of the delegates, with the fund-raisers having taken their position with the ‘frontrunner’, with the press on board, a 27 January poll showing Clinton’s support eroding had no place and was granted none.


Polls are deployed only when they might prove useful – that is, helpful to the powers that be in their quest to maintain their position and influence. Indeed, the polling industry is a powerful ally of depoliticization and its counterpart, which is consensus. The polls undoubtedly help to decide what people think, but their most important long-term influence may be on how people think. The interrogative process is very distinctly weighted against the asking of an intelligent question or the recording of a thoughtful answer. And, as all pollsters will tell you privately, the answers to poll questions are very greatly influenced by what has lately been defined as important by the television news. Since the television news, in turn, relies upon opinion polls to determine what is really going on, the range of discourse is increasingly constricted. Moreover, with polling one has the introduction of bogus, pseudo-objective concepts into politics. Example: Do you think of Governor Clinton as ‘electable?’ (a pseudo-objective criterion if there ever was one). If so, is your impression of his ‘electability’ derived to any extent from your reading of the polled opinions of others? In any case, would you like to say whether, in your own private, considered opinion, Governor Clinton is (a) Highly electable? (b) Moderately electable? or (c) Only slightly electable?


‘It’s all part of an attempt to keep order,’ Pat Caddell commented, surprisingly but not inaccurately. ‘It defines politics and politicians to suit those who are already in power.’ And, of course, it is a great reinforcement of the spurious idea of the great national ‘we’; from polls, we make ‘our’ rational-choice decisions on a basis of unpolluted and electronically delivered information. Is that Lee Atwater I hear laughing? Of course, in theory it would be possible to ask questions that put the consensus to the test. In the late 1980s, when official Washington was striving to ‘put Iran–Contra behind us’, it was common to hear the pundits saying that there was ‘zero public support’ for prolonging or deepening the inquiry, or for letting it become a threat to a President ‘perceived’ as popular. Analyses of this sort had their basis in polls that found a majority of interviewees assenting to questions such as ‘Is Colonel North a real patriot?’ But no pollster ever asked a sample group: ‘If you were asked to choose between Ronald Reagan and the United States Constitution, which would you rather sacrifice?’ Biased? Meaningless? More meaningless than the ABC News/Washington Post poll of July 1985, which actually asked interviewees whether or not they thought Ronald Reagan’s cancer would recur before he left office? No fewer than 54 per cent solemnly responded that it wouldn’t, and 33 per cent said that they thought it would, and only 12 per cent gave the sane reply that they had no idea – ‘choice’, on this occasion, not being ‘forced’. Is not a plebiscite on the leader’s health, reported on the front page, rather in keeping with the approach to politics and opinion exhibited by a banana republic?


It is because polls are very pricey that they tend towards broad, stark questions freighted with assumptions – questions that can ‘hit a nerve’ and bring a quick, thoughtless response. Polls get more costly the more they are ‘filtered’, filtering being a process of refinement that scrutinizes, separates, codifies, and ‘breaks down’ the ‘don’t knows’. So it’s not surprising that you read questions like ‘Are the poor lazy?’ (Los Angeles Times) rather than ‘Does the Federal Reserve’s tight money policy favour the rich, the poor, or neither?’ (nobody yet). A good pollster is like a good attorney, and fights for the result that the commissioning party expects or needs; in the parlance, such a poll is called ‘client-directed’. Pollsters themselves make no bones about their influence on the outcome. In a 1988 interview Lou Harris boasted: ‘I elected one president, one prime minister, about twenty-eight governors, and maybe close to sixty US senators’. Thus pollstering/huckstering is inextricably bound up with considerations of who will pay for the poll’s results and the need to serve political clients who are winners.


‘Fluidity’ is what pollsters call the chaos and ignorance that they seek to influence. The leading student of fluidity is Professor Sam Popkin of the University of California at San Diego, whose book The Reasoning Voter tries to deal with the ‘bandwagon effect’, by which politicians in cahoots with pollsters seek to exert sufficient magnetism on enough scattered iron-filings to create a pattern and, with any luck, ‘momentum’. In his book Popkin rehearses the way in which this was done the last time the Democratic Party ‘found’ that what it needed was a pragmatic Southern governor. In February 1975 Gallup asked Democratic voters to choose among thirteen Democrats who had been ‘mentioned’ (a key word for the consensus and the punditocracy. Mentioned by whom?) as potential candidates. Jimmy Carter, with 1 per cent, came in thirteenth. Pat Caddell remembers the networks leaving him out in order to reduce the field to a round dozen. After winning the Iowa caucuses in January 1976, Carter became the presidential choice of 12 per cent of Democrats, according to the: February 1976 CBS/New York Times poll. He went on to take the New Hampshire primary, make the covers of Time and Newsweek, and win primaries in Florida and Illinois. Within one month the same poll made him the first choice of 46 per cent of Democrats. There are two views about this. The first is that of former Congressman Mo Udall, who, as a Democratic presidential candidate in 1976, objected to the pollsters’ practice of ‘defining’ a ‘frontrunner’ in this way before most voters had got near a booth and long before any real policy arguments had been heard. He later put it thus: ‘It’s like a football game, in which you say to the first team that makes a first down with ten yards, “Here-after your team has a special rule. Your first downs are five yards. And if you make three of those you get a two-yard first down. And we’re going to let your first touchdown count twenty-one points. Now the rest of you bastards play catch-up under the regular rules.”’ Contrast the cool Professor Popkin, who concedes that ‘some voters may indeed have voted for [Carter] simply because he was shown in a positive light as a winner. But many more people felt that they had acquired enough information about him in barely a month to want him to be their president.’


Which of these views – Udall’s or Popkin’s – seems a more reliable analysis of the queasy experience of watching the Clinton effect and realizing that, in both a crude and a subtle way, some kind of fix was plotted, if not fully in, before a single ballot had been cast? Since, especially in primary season, money and press coverage follow the polls as doggedly as trade follows the flag, speed is of the first importance. ‘Perceptions’ must harden into ‘numbers’ and thus into ‘news’ (all three commodities often being supplied, for greater convenience, by the same networks and outlets) in order for the ‘news’ to keep the ‘perceptions’ sufficiently acute for the ‘numbers’ to build. As Popkin says excitedly of a later campaign:




In 1984, it took three weeks of intensive campaigning in Iowa for Gary Hart to go from 5 percent in surveys to 17 percent of the actual [caucuses] vote. In New Hampshire, it took him five weeks to move from 5 percent to 13 percent in surveys, but after news of his second-place finish in Iowa, it took him only five days to go from 13 percent to 37 percent.





And how long to go from that back to zero? Later developments in that same primary season reveal another factor: what the pollsters privately and euphemistically call a sample’s ‘inconsistency’ on a given issue or candidate, but what has long looked to me like an interviewee saying, firmly if indirectly, ‘Who cares about your stupid poll?’ Asked by a Times/CBS poll in March 1984 about Walter Mondale – whether their opinion was ‘favourable’ – 47 per cent said that it was. Asked if they thought he had ‘enough experience to be a good president’, 75 per cent said yes. Yet asked if they had ‘confidence in [his] ability to deal wisely with a difficult international crisis’ or were ‘uneasy’ about this, 42 per cent said they were uneasy. Well, what did they think of Mondale? We learned in November 1984, when Reagan drubbed him. ‘Garbage in, garbage out,’ was the answer one pollster offered me without attribution, over the telephone, when I brought up ‘inconsistency’. To him the problem is simply a technical one, a matter of refining the questions. He had no sooner said this when I distinctly heard his wife shout, ‘That’s because the American people are stupid.’ In fact, that conclusion is tempting only to pollsters and other elitists. The answers may be stupid, but the voters are not. Stupid answers traditionally come from stupid questions. Stupid questions, however, need not come from stupid people.


Pollsters, for the most part, know perfectly well what they are doing. One thing they are doing is aggregating and averaging ephemeral spasms of ‘mood’ that may have commercial or political value. ‘The “coding” process can be designed to prevent people from speaking their minds,’ according to Caddell, who, of course, has needed to be swift in his time. ‘They give you multiple-choice questions on, say, what motivated you to vote, and if your answer is not one of the choices on offer, you get dumped or written off as “other”.’ If you really don’t fit, or conform, you can be dumped even if you are in the majority. Last fall the suggestive partnership of Peter Hart and Robert Teeter did its regular canvass on behalf of the Wall Street Journal and NBC. (I say ‘suggestive’ because Hart is a Democrats’ pollster and Teeter polls for the Republican President, and both are friends of the Journal’s Washington bureau chief, Al Hunt, who likes to spread bipartisan joy when ‘bipartisan’ translates as ‘consensus’.) As reported on the Journal’s front page of 1 November 1991, the findings made up a cheery salad of trivial, emollient morsels. ‘Cutting taxes to spur the economy gets lukewarm support’ (but support nevertheless!). ‘Bad voter vibes rise towards [Jesse] Jackson.’ ‘80 percent cite “drinks too much” as a disqualification for the Presidency.’ Dan Quayle went up from 27 per cent to 35 per cent ‘positive’.


Excluded entirely, and dealt with in a back-page story not until four days later, was the finding that 59 per cent of a specially sampled group assented to the statement ‘The economic and political systems of this country are stacked against people like me.’ The sampled group were defined as ‘Democrats who say they voted for Bush in 1988 and independents with household incomes between $20,000 and $50,000’ – that is to say, the group of so-called Reagan Democrats who might well decide this year’s election. But 47 per cent of all other voters also agreed with the proposition, known in the trade as the ‘alienation question’, once it was put to them. It is revealing, to say the least, that pollsters will talk of such results as an example of polls that don’t come out right. Careful evidence of this proposition can be found in a study undertaken by Professor W. Lance Bennett of the University of Washington. Entitled Marginalizing the Majority: Conditioning Public Opinion to Accept Managerial Democracy, it takes the unusually well-documented case of United States public opinion regarding the Nicaraguan Contras. Generally, public opinion is seen by the expert class as uninformed and unstable, and thus mouldable by, among other things, opinion polls. That a majority of Americans were against Contra aid, however, was one of those cases that the expert class characterized time and again as ‘stable’ and ‘consistent’. In other words, the voters held, at a fairly steady two to one, against Contra aid throughout the 1980s. Moreover, their opinion appeared to be based on an informed and decided – if rather general – opposition to military engagement in Central America.


Professor Bennett observes that the White House news managers understood this very well, and that while they would trumpet official pollster Richard Wirthlin’s discovery that the Reagan tax reform proposal was ‘popular’, they consciously downplayed popular wisdom in the matter of Nicaragua. The media, which commission polls and construct stories around them, generally followed suit. Between 1 January 1983, when congressional debate on Contra funding began, and 15 October 1986, when Reagan finally secured his Senate/House Majority for Contra aid, there were 2,148 entries for Nicaragua in the New York Times Index. Of these, only .6 per cent mentioned popular opinion on the subject and, according to Bennett’s findings, only five references to the polls made it into the headlines affixed to Times stories on Nicaragua during that period. On one of the biggest and least popular policy campaigns of the Reagan administration, public opinion simply was not an issue. When what ‘we’ think jibes with the official and commissioning temperature-takers, we hear about it. Otherwise we don’t get to know our own minds.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		1. Studies in Demoralization



		Where Were You Standing?



		On the Imagination of Conspiracy



		Contempt for the Little Colony



		The State Within the State



		Voting in the Passive Voice



		The Hate that Dare Not Speak Its Name



		A Pundit Who Need Never Dine Alone



		Hard on the Houseboy



		New Orleans in a Brown Shirt



		Rioting in Mount Pleasant



		Billionaire Populism



		The Clemency of Clinton



		Clinton as Rhodesian



		Bill’s Bills in Miami









		2. The Power and the Glory



		Realpolitik in the Gulf: A Game Gone Tilt



		Churchillian Delusions



		No End of a Lesson



		Befriending the Kurds



		Arise, Sir Norman



		Jewish in Damascus



		Songs Fit For Heroes



		Hating Sweden



		Squeezing Costa Rica



		The Saviour



		Tio Sam



		The Autumn of Patriarch



		Third Thoughts









		3. The Cunning History



		Cretinismo Eroico



		The Twilight of Panzerkommunismus



		Police Mentality



		On the Road to Timşoara



		Bricks in the Wall



		The Free Market Cargo Cult



		Now Neo-conservatives Perish



		Appointment in Sarajevo









		4. No Class: Toryism Today



		‘Society’ and Its Enemies



		Credibility Politics: Sado-Monetarist Economics



		Union Jackshirt: Ingham’s Conservative Chic



		Neil Kinnock: Defeat Without Honour



		Bribing and Twisting









		5. Coach Into Pumpkin: The Fairy Tale Reviewed



		How’s the Vampire?



		Charlie’s Angel



		Unhappy Families



		Princess of Dysfunction









		6. Ideas and Interests



		New York Intellectuals and the Prophet Outcast



		Clubland Intellectuals



		The ‘We’ Fallacy



		Shouting Anarchy



		Politically Correct



		Friend of Promise



		Booze and Fags









		7. Rogues’ Gallery



		Nixon: Maestro of Resentment



		Kissinger: A Touch of Evil



		Berlin’s Mandate for Palestine



		Ghoul of Calcutta



		The Life of Johnson



		A Grave Disappointment All Round



		Too Big For His Boot



		P.J. O’Rourke: Not Funny Enough



		Not Funny Enough (2)



		Warhol in One Dimension









		8. Critical Resources



		Siding with Rushdie



		Goya’s Radical Pessimism



		Degenerate Art



		James Baldwin: Humanity First



		Updike on the Make



		P.G. Wodehouse in Love, Poverty and War



		Greene: Where the Shadow Falls



		Kazuo Ishiguro



		Victor Serge



		C.L.R James



		In Defence of Daniel Deronda









		Index













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
Christopher

Hitchens
For the Sake
of Argument

Essays and
Minority
Reports

oooooo





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.png
For the Sake
of Argument





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Christopher

Hitchens
For the Sake
of Argument

Essays and

. E=





