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“Spontaneous eloquence seems to me a miracle,” confessed Vladimir Nabokov in 1962. He took up the point more personally in his foreword to Strong Opinions (1973):
. . . I have never delivered to my audience one scrap of information not prepared in typescript beforehand.... My hemmings and hawings on the telephone cause long-distance callers to switch from their native English to pathetic French.

At parties, if I attempt to entertain people with a good story, I have to go back to every other sentence for oral erasures and inserts.... [N]obody should ask me to submit to an interview.... It has been tried at least twice in the old days, and once a recording machine was present, and when the tape was rerun and I had finished laughing, I knew that never in my life would I repeat that sort of performance.





We sympathize. And most literary types, probably, would hope for inclusion somewhere or other on Nabokov’s sliding scale: “I think like a genius, I write like a distinguished author, and I speak like a child.”

Mr. Hitchens isn’t like that. Christopher and His Kind runs the title of one of Isherwood’s famous memoirs. And yet this Christopher doesn’t have a kind. Everyone is unique—but Christopher is preternatural. And it may even be that he exactly inverts the Nabokovian paradigm. He thinks like a child (that is to say, his judgments are far more instinctive and moral-visceral than they seem, and are animated by a child’s eager apprehension of what feels just and true); he writes like a distinguished author; and he speaks like a genius.

As a result, Christopher is one of the most terrifying rhetoricians that the world has yet seen. Lenin used to boast that his objective, in debate, was not rebuttal and then refutation: it was the “destruction” of his interlocutor. This isn’t Christopher’s policy—but it is his practice. Toward the very end of the last century, all our greatest chess players, including Gary Kasparov, began to succumb to a computer (named Deep Blue); I had the opportunity to ask two grandmasters to describe the Deep Blue experience, and they both said, “It’s like a wall coming at you.” In argument, Christopher is that wall. The prototype of Deep Blue was known as Deep Thought. And there’s a case for calling Christopher Deep Speech. With his vast array of geohistorical references and precedents, he is almost googlelike; but google  (with, say, its ten million “results” in 0.7 seconds) is something of an idiot savant, and Christopher’s search engine is much more finely tuned. In debate, no matter what the motion, I would back him against Cicero, against Demosthenes.

Whereas mere Earthlings get by with a mess of expletives, subordinate clauses, and finely turned tautologies, Christopher talks not only in complete sentences but also in complete paragraphs. Similarly, although he mentions the phenomenon in these pages, he is an utter stranger to what Diderot called l’esprit de l’escalier: the spirit of the staircase. This phrase is sometimes translated as “staircase wit”—far too limitingly, in my view, because l’esprit de l’escalier describes an entire stratum of one’s intellectual and emotional being. The door to the debating hall, or to the contentious drinks party, or indeed to the little flat containing the focus of amatory desire, has just been firmly closed; and now the belated eureka shapes itself on your lips. These lost chances, these unexercised potencies of persuasion, can haunt you for a lifetime—particularly, of course, when the staircase was the one that might have led to the bedroom.

As a young man, Christopher was conspicuously unpredatory in the sexual sphere (while also being conspicuously pan-affectionate: “I’ll just make a brief pass at everyone,” he would typically and truthfully promise a mixed gathering of fourteen or fifteen people, “and then I’ll be on my way”). I can’t say how it went, earlier on, with the boys; with the girls, though, Christopher was the one who needed to be persuaded. And I do know that in this area, if in absolutely no other, he was sometimes inveigled into submission.

The habit of saying the right thing at the right time tends to get relegated to the category of the pert riposte. But the put-down, the swift comeback, when quoted, gives a false sense of finality. So-and-so, as quick as a flash, said so-and-so—and that seems to be the end of it. Christopher’s most memorable rejoinders, I have found, linger, and reverberate, and eventually combine, as chess moves combine.... One evening, close to forty years ago, I said, “I know you despise all sports—but how about a game of chess?” Looking mildly puzzled and amused, he joined me over the sixty-four squares. Two things soon emerged. First, he showed no combative will, he offered no resistance (because this was play, you see, and earnest is all that really matters). Second, he showed an endearing disregard for common sense. This prompts a paradoxical thought.

There are many excellent commentators, in the United States and the United Kingdom, who deploy far more rudimentary gumption than Christopher ever bothers with (we have a deservedly knighted columnist in London whom I always think of, with admiration, as Sir Common Sense). But it is hard to love common sense. And the salient fact about Christopher is that he is loved. What we love is fertile instability; what we love is the agitation of the unexpected. And Christopher always comes, as they say, from left field. He is not a plain speaker. He is not, I repeat, a plain man.

 



Over the years Christopher has spontaneously delivered many dozens of unforgettable lines. Here are four of them.

1. He was on TV for the second or third time in his life (if we exclude University Challenge), which takes us back to the mid-1970s and to Christopher’s mid-twenties.  He and I were already close friends (and colleagues at the New Statesman); but I remember thinking that nobody so matinee-telegenic had the right to be so exceptionally quick-tongued on the screen. At a certain point in the exchange, Christopher came out with one of his political poeticisms, an ornate but intelligible definition of (I think) national sovereignty. His host—a fair old bruiser in his own right—paused, frowned, and said with skepticism and with helpless sincerity,

“I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

“I’m not in the least surprised,” said Christopher, and moved on.

The talk ran its course. But if this had been a frontier western, and not a chat show, the wounded man would have spent the rest of the segment leerily snapping the arrow in half and pushing its pointed end through his chest and out the other side.

2. Every novelist of his acquaintance is riveted by Christopher, not just qua friend but also qua novelist. I considered the retort I am about to quote (all four words of it) so epiphanically devastating that I put it in a novel—indeed, I put Christopher in a novel. Mutatis mutandis (and it is the novel itself that dictates the changes), Christopher “is” Nicholas Shackleton in The Pregnant Widow—though it really does matter, in this case, what the meaning of “is” is.... The year was 1981. We were in a tiny Italian restaurant in West London, where we would soon be joined by our future first wives. Two elegant young men in waisted suits were unignorably and interminably fussing with the staff about rearranging the tables, to accommodate the large party they expected. It was an intensely class-conscious era (because the class system was dying); Christopher and I were candidly lowermiddle bohemian, and the two young men were raffishly minor-gentry (they had the air of those who await, with epic stoicism, the deaths of elderly relatives). At length, one of them approached our table, and sank smoothly to his haunches, seeming to pout out through the fine strands of his fringe. The crouch, the fringe, the pout: these had clearly enjoyed many successes in the matter of bending others to his will. After a flirtatious pause he said, “You’re going to hate us for this.”

And Christopher said, “We hate you already.”

3. In the summer of 1986, in Cape Cod, and during subsequent summers, I used to play a set of tennis every other day with the historian Robert Jay Lifton. I was reading, and then rereading, his latest and most celebrated book, The Nazi Doctors; so, on Monday, during changeovers, we would talk about “Sterilization and the Nazi Medical Vision”; on Wednesday, “ Wild Euthanasia’: The Doctors Take Over”; on Friday, “The Auschwitz Institution”; on Sunday, “Killing with Syringes: Phenol Injections”; and so on. One afternoon, Christopher, whose family was staying with mine on Horseleech Pond, was due to show up at the court, after a heavy lunch in nearby Wellfleet, to be introduced to Bob (and to be driven back to the pond-front house). He arrived, much gratified by having come so far on foot: three or four miles—one of the greatest physical feats of his adult life. It was set point. Bob served, approached the net, and wrongfootingly dispatched my attempted pass. Now Bob was and is twenty-three years my senior; and the score was 6–0. I could, I suppose, plead preoccupation: that summer I was wondering (with eerie detachment) whether I had it in me to write a novel that dealt  with the Holocaust. Christopher knew about this, and he knew about my qualms.

Elatedly toweling himself down, Bob said, “You know, there are so few areas of transcendence left to us. Sports. Sex. Art... ”

“Don’t forget the miseries of others,” said Christopher. “Don’t forget the languid contemplation of the miseries of others.”

I did write that novel. And I still wonder whether Christopher’s black, three-ply irony somehow emboldened me to attempt it. What remains true, to this day, to this hour, is that of all subjects (including sex and art), the one we most obsessively return to is the Shoa, and its victims—those whom the wind of death has scattered.

4. In conclusion we move on to 1999, and by now Christopher and I have acquired new wives, and gained three additional children (making eight in all). It was mid-afternoon, in Long Island, and he and I hoped to indulge a dependable pleasure: we were in search of the most violent available film. In the end we approached a multiplex in Southampton (having been pitiably reduced to Wesley Snipes). I said,

“No one’s recognized the Hitch for at least ten minutes.”

“Ten? Twenty minutes. Twenty-five. And the longer it goes on, the more pissed off I get. I keep thinking: What’s the matter with them? What can they feel, what can they care, what can they know, if they fail to recognize the Hitch?”

An elderly American was sitting opposite the doors to the cinema, dressed in candy colors and awkwardly perched on a hydrant. With his trembling hands raised in an Italianate gesture, he said weakly,

“Do you love us? Or do you hate us?”

This old party was not referring to humanity, or to the West. He meant America and Americans. Christopher said,

“I beg your pardon?”

“Do you love us, or do you hate us?”

As Christopher pushed on through to the foyer, he said, not warmly, not coldly, but with perfect evenness,

“It depends on how you behave.”

 



Does it depend on how others behave? Or does it depend, at least in part, on the loves and hates of the Hitch?

Christopher is bored by the epithet contrarian, which has been trailing him around for a quarter of a century. What he is, in any case, is an autocontrarian: he seeks, not only the most difficult position, but the most difficult position for Christopher Hitchens. Hardly anyone agrees with him on Iraq (yet hardly anyone is keen to debate him on it). We think also of his support for Ralph Nader, his collusion with the impeachment process of the loathed Bill Clinton (who, in The Quotable Hitchens, occupies more space than any other subject), and his support for Bush-Cheney in 2004. Christopher often suffers for his isolations; this is widely sensed, and strongly contributes to his magnetism. He is in his own person the drama, as we watch the lithe contortions of a self-shackling Houdini. Could  this be the crux of his charisma—that Christopher, ultimately, is locked in argument with the Hitch? Still, “contrarian” is looking shopworn. And if there must be an epithet, or what the press likes to call a (single-word) “narrative,” then I can suggest a refinement: Christopher is one of nature’s rebels. By which I mean that he has no automatic respect for anybody or anything.

The rebel is in fact a very rare type. In my whole life I have known only two others, both of them novelists (my father, up until the age of about forty-five; and my friend Will Self). This is the way to spot a rebel: they give no deference or even civility to their supposed superiors (that goes without saying); they also give no deference or even civility to their demonstrable inferiors. Thus Christopher, if need be, will be merciless to the prince, the president, and the pontiff; and, if need be, he will be merciless to the cabdriver (“Oh, you’re not going our way. Well turn your light off, all right? Because it’s fucking sickening the way you guys ply for trade”), to the publican (“You don’t give change for the phone? Okay. I’m going to report you to the Camden Consumer Council”), and to the waiter (“Service is included, I see. But you’re saying it’s optional. Which?... What? Listen. If you’re so smart, why are you dealing them off the arm in a dump like this?”). Christopher’s everyday manners are beautiful (and wholly democratic); of course they are—because he knows that in manners begins morality. But each case is dealt with exclusively on its merits. This is the rebel’s way.

It is for the most part an invigorating and even a beguiling disposition, and makes Mr. Average, or even Mr. Above Average (whom we had better start calling Joe Laptop), seem under-evolved. Most of us shakily preside over a chaos of vestigial prejudices and pieties, of semi-subliminal inhibitions, taboos, and herd instincts, some of them ancient, some of them spryly contemporary (like moral relativism and the ardent xenophilia, which, in Europe at least, always excludes Israelis). To speak and write without fear or favor (to hear no internal drumbeat): such voices are invaluable. On the other hand, as the rebel is well aware, compulsive insubordination risks the punishment of self-inflicted wounds.

Let us take an example from Christopher’s essays on literature (which are underrepresented here, and impressive enough to deserve an appreciation of their own). In the last decade Christopher has written three raucously hostile reviews—of Saul Bellow’s Ravelstein (2000), John Updike’s Terrorist (2006), and Philip Roth’s Exit, Ghost (2007). When I read them, I found myself muttering the piece of schoolmarm advice I have given Christopher in person, more than once: Don’t cheek your elders. The point being that, in these cases, respect is mandatory, because it has been earned, over many books and many years. Does anyone think that Saul Bellow, then aged eighty-five, needed Christopher’s half-dozen insistences that the Bellovian powers were on the wane (and in fact, read with respect, Ravelstein is an exquisite swansong, full of integrity, beauty, and dignity)? If you are a writer, then all the writers who have given you joy—as Christopher was given joy by Augie March and Humboldt’s Gift, for example, and by The Coup, and by Portnoy’s Complaint—are among your honorary parents; and Christopher’s attacks were coldly unfilial. Here, disrespect becomes the vice that so insistently exercised Shakespeare: that of ingratitude. And all novelists know, with King Lear (who was  thinking of his daughters), how sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless reader.

Art is freedom; and in art, as in life, there is no freedom without law. The foundational literary principle is decorum, which means something like the opposite of its dictionary definition: “behavior in keeping with good taste and propriety” (that is, submission to an ovine consensus). In literature, decorum means the concurrence of style and content—together with a third element that I can only vaguely express as earning the right weight. It doesn’t matter what the style is, and it doesn’t matter what the content is; but the two must concur. If the essay is something of a literary art, which it clearly is, then the same law obtains.

Here are some indecorous quotes from the The Quotable Hitchens. “Ronald Reagan is doing to the country what he can no longer do to his wife.” On the Chaucerian summoner-pardoner Jerry Falwell: “If you gave Falwell an enema, he’d be buried in a matchbox.” On the political entrepreneur George Galloway: “Unkind nature, which could have made a perfectly good butt out of his face, has spoiled the whole effect by taking an asshole and studding it with ill-brushed fangs.” The critic D. W. Harding wrote a famous essay called “Regulated Hatred.” It was a study of Jane Austen. We grant that hatred is a stimulant; but it should not become an intoxicant.

The difficulty is seen at its starkest in Christopher’s baffling weakness for puns. This doesn’t much matter when the context is less than consequential (it merely grinds the reader to a temporary halt). But a pun can have no business in a serious proposition. Consider the following, from 2007: “In the very recent past, we have seen the Church of Rome befouled by its complicity with the unpardonable sin of child rape, or, as it might be phrased in Latin form, ‘no child’s behind left.’” Thus the ending of the sentence visits a riotous indecorum on its beginning. The great grammarian and usage-watcher Henry Fowler attacked the “assumption that puns are per se contemptible.... Puns are good, bad, or indifferent. . . . ” Actually, Fowler was wrong. “Puns are the lowest form of verbal facility,” Christopher elsewhere concedes. But puns are the result of an anti-facility: they offer disrespect to language, and all they manage to do is make words look stupid.

Now compare the above to the below—to the truly quotable Christopher. In his speech, it is the terse witticism that we remember; in his prose, what we thrill to is his magisterial expansiveness (the ideal anthology would run for several thousand pages, and would include whole chapters of his recent memoir, Hitch-22). The extracts that follow aren’t jokes or jibes. They are more like crystallizations—insights that lead the reader to a recurring question: If this is so obviously true, and it is, why did we have to wait for Christopher to point it out to us?

“There is, especially in the American media, a deep belief that insincerity is better than no sincerity at all.”

“One reason to be a decided antiracist is the plain fact that ‘race’ is a construct with no scientific validity. DNA can tell you who you are, but not what you are.”

“A melancholy lesson of advancing years is the realization that you can’t make old friends.”

On gay marriage: “This is an argument about the socialization of homosexuality, not the homosexualization of society. It demonstrates the spread of conservatism, not radicalism, among gays.”

On Philip Larkin: “The stubborn persistence of chauvinism in our life and letters is or ought to be the proper subject for critical study, not the occasion for displays of shock.”

“[I]n America, your internationalism can and should be your patriotism.”

“It is only those who hope to transform human beings who end up by burning them, like the waste product of a failed experiment.’

“This has always been the central absurdity of ‘moral,’ as opposed to ‘political’ censorship: If the stuff does indeed have a tendency to deprave and corrupt, why then the most depraved and corrupt person must be the censor who keeps a vigilant eye on it.”

And one could go on. Christopher’s dictum—“What can be asserted without evidence can be dismissed without evidence”—has already entered the language. And so, I predict, will this (coined too recently for inclusion here): “A Holocaust denier is a Holocaust affirmer.” What justice, what finality. Like all Christopher’s best things, it has the simultaneous force of a proof and a law.

 



“Is nothing sacred?” he asks. “Of course not.” And no Westerner, as Ronald Dworkin pointed out, “has the right not to be offended.” We accept Christopher’s errancies, his recklessnesses, because they are inseparable from his courage; and true valor, axiomatically, fails to recognize discretion. As the world knows, Christopher has recently made the passage from the land of the well to the land of the ill. One can say that he has done so without a visible flinch; and he has written about the process with unparalleled honesty and eloquence, and with the highest decorum. His many friends, and his innumerable admirers, have come to dread the tone of the “living obituary.” But if the story has to end too early, then its coda will contain a triumph.

Christopher’s personal devil is God, or rather organized religion, or rather the human “desire to worship and obey.” He comprehensively understands that the desire to worship, and all the rest of it, is a direct reaction to the unmanageability of the idea of death. “Religion,” wrote Larkin:
That vast moth-eaten musical brocade 
Created to pretend we never die. . .





And there are other, unaffiliated intimations that the secular mind has now outgrown. “Life is a great surprise,” observed Nabokov (b. 1899). “I don’t see why death should not be an even greater one.” Or Bellow (b. 1915), in the words of Artur Sammler:
Is God only the gossip of the living? Then we watch these living speed like birds over the surface of a water, and one will dive or plunge but not come up again and never be seen any more.... But then we have no proof that  there is no depth under the surface. We cannot even say that our knowledge of death is shallow. There is no knowledge.





Such thoughts still haunt us; but they no longer have the power to dilute the black ink of oblivion.

My dear Hitch: there has been much wild talk, among the believers, about your impending embrace of the sacred and the supernatural. This is, of course, insane. But I still hope to convert you, by sheer force of zealotry, to my own persuasion: agnosticism. In your seminal book, God Is Not Great, you put very little distance between the agnostic and the atheist; and what divides you and me (to quote Nabokov yet again) is a rut that any frog could straddle. “The measure of an education,” you write elsewhere, “is that you acquire some idea of the extent of your ignorance.” And that’s all that “agnosticism” really means: it is an acknowledgment of ignorance. Such a fractional shift (and I know you won’t make it) would seem to me consonant with your character—with your acceptance of inconsistencies and contradictions, with your intellectual romanticism, and with your love of life, which I have come to regard as superior to my own.

The atheistic position merits an adjective that no one would dream of applying to you: it is Lenten. And agnosticism, I respectfully suggest, is a slightly more logical and decorous response to our situation—to the indecipherable grandeur of what is now being (hesitantly) called the multiverse. The science of cosmology is an awesome construct, while remaining embarrassingly incomplete and approximate; and over the last thirty years it has garnered little but a series of humiliations. So when I hear a man declare himself to be an atheist, I sometimes think of the enterprising termite who, while continuing to go about his tasks, declares himself to be an individualist. It cannot be altogether frivolous or wishful to talk of a “higher intelligence”—because the cosmos is itself a higher intelligence, in the simple sense that we do not and cannot understand it.

Anyway, we do know what is going to happen to you, and to everyone else who will ever live on this planet. Your corporeal existence, O Hitch, derives from the elements released by supernovae, by exploding stars. Stellar fire was your womb, and stellar fire will be your grave: a just course for one who has always blazed so very brightly. The parent star, that steady-state H-bomb we call the sun, will eventually turn from yellow dwarf to red giant, and will swell out to consume what is left of us, about six billion years from now.
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Reflecting on his own career, H. L. Mencken said it was “the business of a journalist, as I conceived it, to stand in a permanent Opposition.” Christopher Hitchens takes a similar approach, one based on “the presumption of guilt” for those in power.

Oppositionism—which combines skepticism with a compulsion to argue—is not contrarianism, which is a style more than a discipline. Its style is the anti-style, its principles are situational and transitory, and its adherents are as boring and imitative as any herd of dependent minds. The lingua franca of nonconformity, like the obsessively ironic costumes of Brooklyn hipsters, gets stale very quickly and, in the end, if not sooner, it is self-negating.

The contrarian dogma is simple and easy to understand: “Whatever is popular is wrong,” as Oscar Wilde proclaimed at London’s Royal Academy of Arts. As a conclusion, this statement is questionable. As a mindset, it’s not bad.

“Think different,” as Apple Inc. ungrammatically put it. It’s a popular concept—in which hardly anyone actually believes. Much like daily flossing, it is easy to recommend but arduous to do. Different thinking, in any case, is not always independent thinking; sometimes it is a reflex, other times a pose, a means of getting attention by being “shocking.”

Christopher Hitchens does not live for unpredictability, though he is capable of saying unsayable things. For example:
• He defended “teenage drinking and teenage smoking” in an appearance on C-SPAN.

• As the father of three still-young children, he denounced virginity.

• He defended the lyrics of the rap group 2 Live Crew—whose songs included “Me So Horny,” “Dick Almighty,” “Get the Fuck Out of My House,” and “Balls”—defended the lyrics themselves, mind you, not merely the right to say them.

• On national television, he told his friend and fellow writer Andrew Sullivan, “Don’t be such a lesbian.”

• Also on national television, he pointed out that Jerry Falwell could be buried in a matchbox—if you gave him an enema first.

• He called the Dixie Chicks “fat sluts.”





What the above examples reveal is not a man prone to the faux pas, but a gentleman—strictly defined, by Hitchens, as “someone who is never rude except on purpose.”

A spectacular instance of his gentlemanliness occurred during an appearance on HBO’s Real Time with Bill Maher. Unlike most guests, Hitchens did not try to flatter or pacify the audience. Instead, after being booed and jeered for pointing out the horrors of a nuclear Iran, he raised his middle finger and pointed it at them, while intoning, “Fuck you! Fuck you!” What this little episode demonstrated was not only his indifference to crowd opinion—impressive in itself—but also his binary nature: He has a large mind and a big mouth—neither of which ever seems to be closed.

Whereas many comedians are bitterly unfunny off the stage and countless actors unbearably dull off the screen, Hitchens manages to captivate on the page and off. Simply put, he is a writer who can talk and a speaker who can write. Indeed, he often emphasizes the connection between the two, insisting that good writing is impossible without good speaking.1 He has based his career on this essential premise, to wit, that language must be mastered before it can be effectively deployed.

Irving Kristol defined an intellectual as “a man who speaks with general authority about a subject on which he has no particular competence.” It is true that Hitchens has no particular competence, the key word being “particular.” He is not a specialist. He has no advanced degrees and no formal training in any academic discipline—a brain without a chair, to borrow Nathan Glazer’s phrase.

Of course, a chair can be confining just as it can be prestigious. Precisely because he lacks a chair and is free of its constraints and limitations, Hitchens boasts a stunning breadth of knowledge and learning on almost every conceivable subject—history, literature, politics, philosophy, science, art, theology, culture, and much else besides. Sports are perhaps the only subject about which he knows little and wishes he knew less. Given his erudition, talking to him is always enlightening—and sometimes embarrassing.

A few years ago, in an effort to be more productive by being somewhere else, I asked Hitchens if I could come over to his apartment to do some work. He said to stop by the next day at 10:30, and so I did—at 10:30 p.m. After I arrived at the door, I knocked on it—and knocked and knocked on it. I knocked for long enough that eventually Hitchens and his wife determined that this could be no burglar or door-to-door salesman. When they finally opened the door, I realized  that I was late by twelve hours. I realized something else: Even when the subject is not Victorian literature or the history of Cyprus, Christopher Hitchens can make you—me—feel stupid.

The man is freakishly intelligent and unfailingly interesting, has been writing for nearly four decades and speaking for even longer, has defended personae non gratae, attacks the philistine masses as well as the haut monde, and is innovative both in his ideas and in how he communicates them. He is, in other words, highly quotable.

That no one had yet put together a book of his quotations was—to me—strange and very fortunate. I have been fixated with quotations for fourteen years and have known Hitchens for six years. The prospect of merging my fixation with his oeuvre was too good to be untrue and too enticing to delay. In early 2010, I approached Hitchens about the idea, and he put me in touch with his agent, who quickly became my agent. Almost overnight, it seemed, we had a book deal.

I mention this background simply to point out that this book came about with Hitchens’s approval but without his orchestration. It’s not as if he were vainly demanding that his best lines be commemorated. His involvement with the book ended almost as soon as it began, as he deliberately did not interfere in matters of its content. He created the quotations, but I selected them (I’ll leave it to you to decide which is more impressive).

There were no formal criteria in the selection process. It was very simple: I picked the quotations I liked. Of course they needed to be relatively pithy,2 and I wanted them, in the aggregate, to be as comprehensive as possible. In the end, they just had to be good, and it’s possible that my viscera and intellect had equal parts in the decision-making.

While personal taste obviously was a factor in choosing which quotations to include, my politics and biases and so forth were irrelevant. This may sound hard to believe, but ideology has little to do with spotting quality sentences. Those who care should keep this in mind. For instance, as Martin Amis notes in his foreword, there are a lot of quotations about Bill Clinton. The reason for this is that Hitchens happened to say and write a lot of quotable things about Clinton—not because I have a deep personal interest in the former president (for what it’s worth, I don’t).

An inevitable problem with doing a book like this is that everyone will have complaints—about omissions, in particular. This or that remark wasn’t included. Certain topics aren’t even addressed. To this, all I can say is: Sorry. I apologize sincerely. There are several topics whose absence bothers me mightily. I had to cut more than sixty thousand words from the original manuscript just to get this book—the one you are reading—into production. A book of five hundred pages would have been nice, but it was not possible.

Winston Churchill said books of quotations were “a good thing for an uneducated man to read.” Surely any book is a good thing for any man or woman, educated or not, to read. Quotations are, as Hitchens has said himself, by definition   out of context. They are a preview; they are not a substitute for the real thing. But even as snippets, they can be useful, not only as entertainment and handy references but also as enticements to the reader to locate the original source and delve more deeply into its themes and ideas. In this way, reading quotations can lead to further reading, learning, and thinking. It is more like a vitamin than a narcotic, though the effects can be mind-altering in either case. Let’s hope they are here.

 




Windsor Mann 
February 2011
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Abortion

“I have always been convinced that the term ‘unborn child’ is a genuine description of material reality. Obviously, the fetus is alive, so that disputation about whether or not it counts as ‘a life’ is casuistry. The same applies, from a materialist point of view, to the question of whether or not this ‘life’ is ‘human.’ What other kind could it be? As for ‘dependent,’ this has never struck me as a very radical criticism of any agglomeration of human cells in whatever state. Children are ‘dependent’ too.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 4/24/89]

 



“ . . . Anyone who has ever seen a sonogram or has spent even an hour with a textbook on embryology knows that the emotions are not the deciding factor. In order to terminate a pregnancy, you have to still a heartbeat, switch off a developing brain, and, whatever the method, break some bones and rupture some organs.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 4/24/89]

 



“I can’t think of a single circumstance in which I’d favor emptying a woman’s uterus.” [Quoted in Don Kowet, “Christopher Hitchens, Drawing Room Marxist,” Washington Times, 1/02/90]

 



“Just as no human being of average moral capacity could be indifferent to the sight of a woman being kicked in the stomach, so nobody could fail to be far more outraged if the woman in question were pregnant. Embryology confirms morality.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 221]

 



“There may be many circumstances in which it is not desirable to carry a fetus to full term. Either nature or god appears to appreciate this, since a very large number of pregnancies are ‘aborted,’ so to speak, because of malformations, and are  politely known as ‘miscarriages.’ Sad though this is, it is probably less miserable an outcome than the vast number of deformed or idiot children who would otherwise have been born, or stillborn, or whose brief lives would have been a torment to themselves and others.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 221]

 



“The only proposition that is completely useless, either morally or practically, is the wild statement that sperms and eggs are all potential lives that must not be prevented from fusing and that, when united however briefly, have souls and must be protected by law.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 222]

 



“The whole case for extending protection to the unborn, and to expressing a bias in favor of life, has been wrecked by those who use unborn children, as well as born ones, as mere manipulable objects of their doctrine.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 223]

 



Abu Ghraib

“The superficially clever thing to say today is that Lynddie England represents all of us, or at any rate all her superiors, and that the liberation of Iraq is thereby discredited. One odd effect of this smug view is to find her and her scummy friends—the actual inflicters of pain and humiliation—somehow innocent, while those senior officers who arrested them and put them on trial are somehow guilty. There is something faintly masochistic and indecent about that conclusion.” [“Abu Ghraib Isn’t Guernica,” Slate, 5/09/05]

 



Abu-Jamal, Mumia

“On the record, as it stands, there is no case for keeping Mumia Abu-Jamal in prison, let alone for keeping him guessing every day about the hour of his death.” [“Death and the Maidens,” Nation, 4/14/97]

 



Academia

“In the 1950s, the stereotypical academic looked a bit like Nabokov’s Pnin: unworldly, innocuous, absorbed in the arcane. Today, the role model more nearly resembles a character in Don DeLillo’s White Noise: wised-up, ambitious, more interested in deals and endowments, and the invention of lucrative new subdisciplines.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 9/25/87–10/01/87]

 



“... No one should take core-list revisions so seriously, because no one should take a core list seriously. The whole ‘core’ idea is phony, if somewhat quaint, like a wealthy man’s bookshelf of leather-bound, unopened classics.” [“The Toy Canon,” Harper’s, June 1988]

 



“If anything matches the incompetence and unworldliness of the West Coast liberal academic, it is his timorousness in the face of regulations on campus.” [“Freelance,” Times Literary Supplement, 4/07/89–4/13/89]

 



“What temptation should one avoid above all, if one is a former professor of English at Cambridge? The temptation to be matey, or hip, or cool—especially if one is essaying the medium of popular music.” [“America’s Poet?,” Weekly Standard, 7/05/04–7/12/04]

 



Accents

“There are some things a British accent can’t get away with.” [“Downstairs Upstairs,” New York Times Magazine, 6/01/75]

 



“In my native British Islands, homeland of this great universal language, there dwells a population that is famously ‘branded on the tongue.’ I can ‘place’ anyone as soon as he or she begins to utter.... Margaret Thatcher had to take several courses in elocution to rid herself of bumpkin and awkward tones and to become the queenly figure that I left England to get away from. (To get away from whom, I mean to say, I left England.)” [“Hooked on Ebonics,” Vanity Fair, March 1997]

 



Accidents

“Yes, you can be compressed into a cube by accident if you are desperate enough to sleep in a trash compactor.” [“America’s Inescapable Crisis—the Homeless,” Newsday, 2/24/88]

 



“It is human and natural to attempt to invest accidents with meaning, but the urge to do so is not always controlled by the rational faculty.” [“Mother Teresa or Mrs. Simpson: Which Was the Real Diana?,” Los Angeles Times, 9/01/97]

 



Accuracy

“ . . . Not all arguments about accuracy are arguments about veracity.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 7/06/84]

 



Acting

“Anyone who has been on a set and watched repeated stagings of the same microscene will tell you the experience is one of thunderous tedium.” [“Vintage Vanessa,” Vanity Fair, December 1994]

 



Actors and Actresses

“Actresses with causes can be a real pain in the neck (everyone knows who I mean). You visualize them embracing some far-off movement, or signing some glamorous petition, in between being photographed in fashionable restaurants or having their names coupled with some current star. The stench of publicity-seeking is always there—often to the detriment of the cause.” [“Into the Nuclear Battle with Julie Christie,” Daily Express, 6/27/77]

 



“I’m sure there must be bombshells and starlets who hate animals, despise the poor, look down on the Third World, and prefer their aerosols to the ozone layer. But, somehow, their agents keep them quiet.” [“Vintage Vanessa,” Vanity Fair, December 1994]

 



Advice

“Beware the irrational, however seductive. Shun the ‘transcendent’ and all who invite you to subordinate or annihilate yourself. Distrust compassion; prefer dignity for yourself and others. Don’t be afraid to be thought arrogant or selfish. Picture all experts as if they were mammals. Never be a spectator of unfairness or stupidity. Seek out argument and disputation for their own sake; the grave will supply plenty of time for silence. Suspect your own motives, and all excuses. Do not live  for others any more than you would expect others to live for you.” [Letters to a Young Contrarian (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 140]

 



“When I worked at the old New Statesman magazine in London, we had an annual competition for advice to tourists visiting the city for the first time. ‘Try the famous echo in the British Museum Reading Room’ was, I remember, one of the winners. We also advised people that prostitutes could be easily recognized by their habit of rattling collection tins, that it was considered ill-mannered not to shake hands with all other passengers before taking your seat on the London subway, and that readers doing the Times crossword on trains were always glad if you offered to help.” [“I Fought the Law,” Vanity Fair, February 2004]

 



“ . . . Not everybody can take their own advice, or not forever. . . .” [Introduction to Everyday Drinking: The Distilled Kingsley Amis, by Kingsley Amis (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2008), xi]

 



Afghanistan

“‘Bombing Afghanistan back into the Stone Age’ was quite a favorite headline for some wobbly liberals.... But an instant’s thought shows that Afghanistan is being, if anything, bombed out of the Stone Age.” [“Christopher Hitchens on Why Peace-Lovers Must Welcome This War,” Mirror, 11/15/01]

 



“No possible future government in Kabul can be worse than the Taliban, and no thinkable future government would allow the level of al-Qaeda gangsterism to recur. So the outcome is proportionate and congruent with international principles of self-defense.” [“The Ends of War,” Nation, 12/21/01]

 



Africa

“Africa as a continent has been cut adrift. The great powers have no further use for it. It can be left to rot and crash.” [“Africa Adrift,” Nation, 5/27/96]

 



Aging

“As I look back on my long and arduous struggle to make myself over, and on my dismaying recent glimpses of lost babyhood, I am more than ever sure that it’s enough to be born once, and to take one’s chances, and to grow old disgracefully.” [“On the Limits of Self-Improvement, Part II,” Vanity Fair, December 2007]

 



“ . . . The awful thing about growing older is that you begin to notice how every day consists of more and more subtracted from less and less.” [“On the Limits of Self-Improvement, Part III,” Vanity Fair, September 2008]

 



“Hardest of all, as one becomes older, is to accept that sapient remarks can be drawn from the most unwelcome or seemingly improbable sources, and that the apparently more trustworthy sources can lead one astray.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 343]

 



“I sometimes feel that I should carry around some sort of rectal thermometer with which to test the rate at which I am becoming an old fart.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 410]

 



“ . . . I find that it is the fucking old fools who get me down the worst, and the attainment of that level of idiocy can often require a lifetime.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 410]

 



Agnosticism

“In just the same way that any democracy is better than any dictatorship, so even the compromise of agnosticism is better than faith. It minimizes the totalitarian temptation, the witless worship of the absolute, and the surrender of reason, that may have led to saintliness but can hardly repay for the harm it has done.” [“The Lord and the Intellectuals,” Harper’s, July 1982]

 



“It is sometimes used as a halfway house by those who cannot make a profession of faith but are unwilling to repudiate either religion or god absolutely.... An agnostic does not believe in god, or disbelieve in him. Nonbelief is not quite unbelief. . . . ” [Introduction to The Portable Atheist (New York: Da Capo Press, 2007), xxiii–xxiv]

 



Air America

“There, one could hear the reassuring noise of collapsing scenery and tripped-over wires and be reminded once again that correct politics and smooth media presentation are not even distant cousins.” [“Unfairenheit 9/11,” Slate, 6/21/04]

 



Air Travel

“The great American airport has a distinction shared by no other national institution. When lined up at the New York Bank for Waiting, for example, you can laugh all you like about making an ‘unauthorized withdrawal’ at pistol-point. While detained by the pitiless warders of the Department of Motor Vehicles, you are allowed to joke about the relative merits of the Albanian Ministry of Tourism. But while passing through the sausage machine of aviation ‘security,’ it is a federal requirement that you keep a poker face. Jokes are not just frowned upon. They are unlawful.” [“Airport Insecurity,” Vanity Fair, June 1997]

 



“Flying is already funny enough. There are the bargain supersaver fares. (‘Some restrictions apply.’) There is the food. There is the numbing crush around the capsule-size bathrooms at the rear, where you run the risk of pulling down someone else’s zipper, or indeed pulling up someone else’s pants. There is the get-toknow-your-neighbor seating plan. (‘My God! My leg! It’s lost all feeling!’ ‘That’s my leg, Big Boy.’) And then, of course, there are the planes themselves. (‘Some assembly required.’)” [“Airport Insecurity,” Vanity Fair, June 1997]

 



“‘I need to see at least one form of government-issued photo ID.’ Whew—thank heaven they remembered that. The terrorist isn’t born who can get hold of a New Jersey driver’s license.” [“Airport Insecurity,” Vanity Fair, June 1997]

 



“Those ridiculous beeping scanners, which pick up the change in your pocket and the tinfoil on your Rolaids, are not equipped to detect plastic explosives of the kind that brought down Pan Am 103. They are there not to protect you but to give employment to the semi-employable and to give you the illusion of protection.” [“Airport Insecurity,” Vanity Fair, June 1997]

 



“‘Did you pack your own bags?’ Well, I’d sure crack if I were a bomber and I heard that tough question.” [“Airport Insecurity,” Vanity Fair, June 1997]

 



“The penalty for getting mugged in an American city and losing your ID is that you can’t fly home.” [Quoted in Peter Carlson, “The Journalist’s Sharpened Pen,” Washington Post, 2/12/99]

 



“ . . . Law-abiding passengers are treated like criminals as well as fools, and deprived of their in-flight cutlery and their nail-scissors. (The FAA has made sure of one thing. The next suicide-murderer who manages to get on a plane will find that his victims have been thoroughly and efficiently disarmed.... )” [“Knowledge (and Power),” Nation, 6/10/02]

 



“And airport security is still a silly farce that subjects the law-abiding to collective punishment while presenting almost no deterrent to a determined suicidekiller.... Every day, people are relieved of private property in broad daylight, with the sole net result that they wouldn’t have even a nail file with which to protect themselves if (or rather when) the next hijacking occurs.” [“Terminal Futility,” Slate, 6/06/05]

 



“Routines and ‘zero tolerance’ exercises will never thwart determined jihadists who are inventive and who are willing to sacrifice their lives. That requires inventiveness and initiative. But airport officials are not allowed to use their initiative. People who have had their names confused with wanted or suspect people, and who have spent hours proving that they are who they say they are, are nonetheless compelled to go through the whole process every time, often with officials who have seen them before and cleared them before, because the system that never seems to catch anyone can never seem to let go of anyone, either.” [“Terminal Futility,” Slate, 6/06/05]

 



“Why do we fail to detect or defeat the guilty, and why do we do so well at collective punishment of the innocent? The answer to the first question is: Because we can’t—or won’t. The answer to the second question is: Because we can.” [“Flying High,” Slate, 12/28/09]

 



Al-Qaeda

“ . . . The objective of al-Qaeda is not the emancipation of the Palestinians but the establishment of tyranny in the Muslim world by means of indiscriminate violence in the non-Muslim world, and those who confuse the two issues are idiots who don’t always have the excuse of stupidity.” [“Saving Islam from bin Laden,” Age, 9/05/02]

 



Al-Qaeda in Mesopotamia

“... If there is any distinction to be made between the apple and the tree, it would involve saying that AQM is, if anything, even more virulent and sadistic and nihilistic than its parent body.” [“Fighting the ‘Real’ Fight,” Slate, 8/13/07]

 



Alcohol

“The most lethal and fascistic of our current enemies—the purist murderers of the Islamic jihad—despise our society for, among other things, its tolerance of  alcohol. We should perhaps do more to earn this hatred and contempt, and less to emulate it.” [“Living Proof,” Vanity Fair, March 2003]

 



“ . . . An opened flask of alcohol is a mouth that can lead to hell as well as heaven.” [Introduction to Everyday Drinking: The Distilled Kingsley Amis, by Kingsley Amis (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2008), ix]

 



“The plain fact is that it makes other people, and indeed life itself, a good deal less boring.” [Introduction to Everyday Drinking: The Distilled Kingsley Amis, by Kingsley Amis (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2008), x]

 



“Having long been annoyed by people who called knowingly for, say, ‘a Dewar’s and water’ instead of a scotch and water, I decided to ask a trusted barman what I got if I didn’t specify a brand or label. The answer was a confidential jerk of the thumb in the direction of a villainous-looking, tartan-shaded jug under the bar. The situation was even grimmer with gin and vodka and became abysmal with ‘white wine,’ a thing I still can’t bear to hear being ordered. If you don’t state a clear preference, then your drink is like a bad game of poker or a hasty drug transaction: It is whatever the dealer says it is. Please do try to bear this in mind.” [Introduction to Everyday Drinking: The Distilled Kingsley Amis, by Kingsley Amis (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2008), x–xi]

 



“Alcohol is a good friend but a bad master.” [Quoted in Christopher Garland, “Incendiary Author Spares No Targets,” New Zealand Herald, 5/24/08]

 



“Alcohol makes other people less tedious, and food less bland, and can help provide what the Greeks called entheos, or the slight buzz of inspiration when reading or writing.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 351]

 



“Cheap booze is a false economy.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 352]

 



Alcoholism

“ . . . It’s a sign of alcoholism to make rules about how much you drink.” [“Booze and Fags,” London Review of Books, 3/12/92]

 



Alger, Horatio

“Everything one discovers about Horatio Alger is somehow apt.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 4/04/86]

 



Aliens

“If the huge number of ‘contacts’ and abductees are telling even a particle of truth, then it follows that their alien friends are not attempting to keep their own existence a secret. Well, in that case, why do they never stay still for anything more than a single-shot photo?” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 144]

 



Allegations

“Start by calling something alleged, and you end by denying it altogether.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 4/13/85]

 



“Nothing is more helpful, to a person with a record of economizing with the truth, than a false and malicious and disprovable allegation.” [No One Left to Lie To (New York: Verso, 2000), 4]

 



Allegiance

“Very often the test of one’s allegiance to a cause or to a people is precisely the willingness to stay the course when things are boring, to run the risk of repeating an old argument just one more time, or of going one more round with a hostile or (much worse) indifferent audience.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 337]

 



Allies

“It would be nice to think that we could choose our allies or proxies on the basis of their similarity to our ‘own’ ideals. But we would first have to be sure that these were, in fact, our ideals. And we would in any case have to make a prudent guess as to how long it might take for us to be vindicated in that choice.” [“Forcing Freedom,” Reason magazine, August 2003]

 



Allred, Gloria

“If you absolutely have to have a ‘palimony’ tussle, a vulgar brawl over paternity, or an airing of dirty linen about breach of promise, the best advice a Californian can give you, especially if you are a man, is to hope that Gloria Allred stays out of it. But the chances of her doing so are never very great, at least if the profile is high and the implications are feminist.” [“Get Me Gloria,” Evening Standard, 8/14/97]

 



Altruism

“ . . . One may choose to be altruistic, whatever that may mean, but by definition one may not be compelled into altruism.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 214]

 



America

“ . . . If rags to riches is what the country is all about, why so much surprise when it actually happens to someone?” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 6/10/83]

 



“Myself, I love America as only an immigrant can and am grateful to be spared the paradoxes and antinomies of its native intelligentsia.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 9/23/83]

 



“There is more to the country than its coasts, delightful and absorbing as both of them (or all of them) may be.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 9/23/83]

 



“The contemporary United States expresses the greatest of all paradoxes. It is at one and the same time a democracy—at any rate a pluralist open society—and an empire. No other country has ever been, or had, both things at once. Or not for long.” [“The Chorus and Cassandra,” Grand Street, Autumn 1985]

 



“In contrast with what some Europeans affect to believe, America is a country remarkably free from taboo. There is practically no received or general opinion that  is not subject to continual ‘revisionist’ criticism, and very little ‘revisionist’ work goes unchallenged itself.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 5/30/86]

 



“In America, something deemed unsayable is, sooner or later, bound to be said. And it may be said rather more heatedly as a result of its having been a taboo.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 5/30/86]

 



“The United States is a country obsessed by credentials. It contains almost a million people who are entitled to call themselves ‘professor,’ and even those who must be content with ‘doctor’ are often inclined to insist upon it.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 9/25/87–10/01/87]

 



“Any Patagonian, Canadian, or Mexican is an ‘American’ by right of being in the Americas; the appropriation of a bicontinental title by the United States is much resented. As for ‘New World’ and ‘discovery,’ one can almost hear the spirits asking: ‘New to whom, paleface?’” [“Hello, Columbus, What Took You So Long?,” Independent , 2/03/91]

 



“What a country, and what a culture, when the liberals cry before they are hurt, and the reactionaries pose as the brave nonconformists, while the radicals make a fetish of their own jokey irrelevance.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 10/21/91]

 



“Today, the United States is simultaneously swamped in mass popular culture and uncomfortably stuck with a ‘toney’ and plutocratic art establishment. It actually needs someone from a younger and more egalitarian society, both to challenge its vulgarity and to mock its elitist pretensions.” [“Angel in the Outback,” Vanity Fair, May 1997]

 



“America does not just pledge to its true believers a better future. If they really play their hand well, it can promise them a better past. Its narrative, read aright, was not progress from an age of innocence to a time of bitterness and bigotry and ethnic cleansing, but through a time of bigotry and bitterness and ethnic cleansing toward a time of relative innocence.” [“Ireland,” Critical Quarterly, Spring 1998]

 



“ . . . It’s the only place in history where patriotism can be divorced from its evil twins of chauvinism and xenophobia.” [“For Patriotic Dreams,” Vanity Fair, December 2001]

 



“ . . . In America your internationalism can and should be your patriotism.” [“On Becoming American,” Atlantic Monthly, May 2005]

 



“The truth is that America has committed gross wrongs and crimes, as well as upheld great values and principles. It is a society chiefly urban and capitalist, but significantly rural or—as some prefer to say—pastoral. It has an imperial record as well as an isolationist one. It has a secular constitution but a heavily religious and pietistic nature.” [Thomas Jefferson: Author of America (New York: HarperCollins, 2005), 186–187]

 



“ . . . The United States is simultaneously the most conservative and the most radicalizing force on the planet.” [“What’s Left?,” Atlantic Monthly, March 2006]

 



“Here was a country that could engage in a frightening and debilitating and unjust war, and undergo a simultaneous convulsion of its cities on the question of justice for its oldest and largest minority, and start a national conversation on the rights of women, and turn its most respectable campuses into agitated seminars on right and wrong, and have a show trial of confessed saboteurs in Chicago where the incredibly guilty defendants actually got off, and put quite a lot of this onto its television and movie screens in real time. This seemed like a state of affairs worth fighting for, or at least fighting over.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 215–216]

 



American Empire

“ . . . The displacement of Britain by America as a world gendarme and guarantor was a chaotic, brutal, and dishonest process. On the British side there were residual commitments to a continued imperial role, and on the American side a repressed reluctance to actually seem to be seeking one.” [Blood, Class and Empire (New York: Nation Books, 2004), 252]

 



“American empire, indeed, tends to define itself in terms of strategic jargon rather than grand design and noble mission.” [Blood, Class and Empire (New York: Nation Books, 2004), 290]

 



American Revolution

“If the American Revolution, with its secularism, its separation of powers, its Bill of Rights, and its gradual enfranchisement of those excluded or worse at its founding, has often betrayed itself at home and abroad, it nevertheless remains the only revolution that still retains any power to inspire.” [Thomas Jefferson: Author of America (New York: HarperCollins, 2005), 187–188]

 



“No nation had managed to evolve a system of government that did not depend on some form of autocracy. This whole case was now altered by the American Revolution, which had bound itself and its heirs, in the name of the people, to certain inscribed rules and laws that no successor regime was allowed to break.” [Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man: A Biography (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2006), 112–113]

 



Americans

“By and large, Americans refuse to believe that humanity or society can be ameliorated by collective or political action. But they cannot do without the belief in amelioration, which is accordingly manifested in so many versions of ‘personal growth’ and ‘individual fulfillment.’ This supplies the energy and daring of the Utopian enterprise, and also commonly condemns it to defeat or disappointment.” [“Tottering Utopias,” Times Literary Supplement, 9/18/87]

 



“Many Americans, schooled in the national dream of promise and abundance and opportunity, are condemned to experience life as a disappointment and to wonder if the fault is in themselves or in their stars that they are perpetual underlings. If this were not so, Ann Landers would be out of a job in the same way that so many of her readers are.” [The Missionary Position (New York: Verso, 1995), 96]

 



“ . . . There is no such thing as an ‘English-American’ let alone a ‘British-American,’ and one can only boggle at the idea of what, if we did exist, our national day parade on Fifth Avenue might look like.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 227]

 



“Hyphenation—if one may be blunt—is for latecomers.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 228]

 



Americans and Monarchy

“Given that the Americans were the first English-speaking subjects to expel the Hanoverian monarchy from their territory and their constitution, it’s amazing they now allow it so much space on their supermarket check-out racks and in their hearts.” [“No Wonder America Is Baffled,” Evening Standard, 6/26/92]

 



Amis, Martin

“So far from being some jaded Casanova, Martin possesses the rare gift—enviable if potentially time consuming—of being able to find something attractive in almost any woman. If this be misogyny, then give us increase of it.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 159]

 



Anarchism

“Just as you may—must—believe in the power of love but not know quite how to institutionalize it, so you may say with the anarchist that ‘No one is good enough to be another’s master’ while believing or suspecting that this is a vital but impossible precept.” [“Loss Leaders,” Grand Street, Spring 1989]

 



“There is a reason for the affected profession of ‘anarchist sympathies’ among Tories and grandees, and of ‘libertarian principles’ by Hobbesian yahoos of the Right. Among the former, one sees the upholding of the view that a gentleman’s business and property are his own, and none of the government’s. Among the latter, a distaste for democracy, for taxation, and for the need to consult others about the planet. The unmolested gent and the selfish commerçant are not the models of autonomy that anarchists are supposed to have in mind. ...” [“Loss Leaders,” Grand Street, Spring 1989]

 



“Yet precisely because they deal in ‘eternal verities,’ purist anarchists must operate independently of history and politics. There is, for them, no important distinction between sufficient and necessary conditions; no need to study the evolution of society or production. Their often religious and millennial attitude to the future derives in part from a religious attitude toward the past; toward some primordial and timeless hellhole of ignorance, innocence, and simplicity such as Eden is reported to have been.” [“Loss Leaders,” Grand Street, Spring 1989]

 



“ . . . For the anarchist the democratic notion of ‘the consent of the governed’—actually a rather highly-evolved concept—is only another form of acquiescence.” [“Loss Leaders,” Grand Street, Spring 1989]

 



“It’s easy now to forget that the figure of ‘the anarchist’—the swarthy, sullen bomb-thrower—once haunted the official imagination even more than the word ‘Bolshevik’ or ‘terrorist.’ (I have always thought myself that its resemblance in  print to the word ‘antichrist’ may have had a subliminal effect on the untutored eye.)” [“Sacco and Vanzetti: Proletarian Outlaws,” Newsday, 3/06/91]

 



Andress, Ursula

“Fleming gave stupid mock monikers to many of his cock-fodder heroines, from Pussy Galore to Kissy Suzuki, but Ursula Andress is a natural porn name if ever I’ve struck one.” [“Bottoms Up,” Atlantic Monthly, April 2006]

 



Angels

“Angels, whether or not crammed with yeast, are notorious for their lack of sexual organs.” [Introduction to The Mating Season, by P. G. Wodehouse (New York: Penguin Books, 1999), vi]

 



Anglophilia

“ . . . The reverence and affection for things English has increased in direct proportion to the overshadowing and relegation of real British power.” [Blood, Class and Empire (New York: Nation Books, 2004), 251]

 



Animals

“Those who worry about the treatment of animals are often accused of sentimentality or of putting the plight of beasts before the immense problems of humanity. But it is quite rare to find a humanitarian who is indifferent to animals and surprisingly common to find that those who belittle animal rights are the same ones who find the pain of humans easy to bear.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 2/02/85]

 



“Our own fate is closely bound up with that of other species, and the loss of them would mean more than the loss of our pleasure in their company. Knowledge, science, medicine, and nutrition are all enhanced for humans by other creatures.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 2/02/85]

 



“Those who campaign for ‘animal liberation’ have confused the issue unnecessarily by borrowing human terminology. While the proletarian condition can be abolished and women can cease to be chattels and whole races can throw off slavery, there is no means of freeing animals from the condition of being beasts. For all I know, that is just as well.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 2/02/85]

 



“... Concern with the suffering and exploitation of animals can be expected to arise only in a fairly advanced and complex society where human beings are thoroughly in charge, and where they no longer need fear daily challenges from other species.” [“Political Animals,” Atlantic Monthly, November 2002]

 



“There are sound reasons for concluding that all life is ultimately random. But there is no way of living and acting as if this is true; and if it is true, human beings cannot very well be condemned for making the best of things by taking advantage of other animals.” [“Political Animals,” Atlantic Monthly, November 2002]

 



“ . . . One of the most idiotic jeers against animal lovers is the one about their preferring critters to people. As a matter of observation, it will be found that people who ‘care’—about rain forests or animals, miscarriages of justice or dictatorships— are, though frequently irritating, very often the same people. Whereas those who love hamburgers and riskless hunting and mink coats are not in the front ranks of Amnesty International.” [“Political Animals,” Atlantic Monthly, November 2002]

 



“Rights have to be asserted. Animals cannot make such assertions. We have to make representations to ourselves on their behalf. To the extent that we see our own interest in doing so, we unpick both the tautology that hobbles the utilitarian and the idealist delusion that surrounds the religious, and may simply become more ‘humane’—a word that seems to require its final vowel as never before.” [“Political Animals,” Atlantic Monthly, November 2002]

 



Anti-Americanism

“Criticism of the United States from the international left is usually of a rather naïve, unoriginal kind, tending to stress the gulf between the ideals of the Founding Fathers and the practice of the new imperium.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 3/08/86]

 



“Suspicion and alarm about American foreign policy go hand in hand, on the European left, with admiration for American constitutional procedures. The harshest critic of SDI, cruise missiles, or the contras can be heard to say that he envies the First Amendment. This is an apparent paradox, for which those who go on about ‘anti-Americanism’ never allow.” [“Beware of Allies Bearing Advice,” Washington Post, 12/28/86]

 



“More is going on, when the American flag is being burned, than a protest against a superpower. Quite often, especially in some European tones of voice, one can detect a petty resentment of America for being in the right.” [“Anti-Americanism,” in A Long Short War: The Postponed Liberation of Iraq (New York: Plume Books, 2003), 29]

 



Anti-Communism

“They [anticommunists] regard themselves as lonely, reviled, and embattled when, in point of fact, their opinions are often officially sanctioned and lavishly sponsored. When discussing the cultural ruthlessness of the totalitarian enemy, the Zhdanov mentality that interprets all dissent as a symptom of rot and decay, they occasionally betray a very slight tinge of repressed vicarious approval.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 5/11/84]

 



Antidepressants

“There may be successful methods for overcoming the blues, but for me they cannot include a capsule that says: ‘Fool yourself into happiness, while pretending not to do so.’ I should actually want my mind to be strong enough to circumvent such a trick.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 342]

 



Anti-Semitism

“... There is no necessary, no logical, identity between anti-Israeli (or anti-Begin) views and anti-Jewish ones. Anti-Semites are people who dislike Jews because they are Jews. Moreover, they dislike them for reasons not merely of complexion or physique or supposed inferiority but for reasons having to do with religion, history, secrecy, mysticism, blood, soil, and gold. Given the ‘right’ circumstances, such a prejudice can and does become murderous and unappeasable. To be  accused of harboring it, therefore, is no joke.” [“On Anti-Semitism,” Nation, 10/09/82]

 



“No honest person would be the loser if the morally blackmailing argument of ‘anti-Semitism’ were dropped from the discourse.” [“On Anti-Semitism,” Nation, 10/09/82]

 



“It would be a pity if a term like ‘anti-Semite,’ which ought to be a very grave and solemn charge, were cheapened by propagandistic over-use.” [“American Notes,” Times Literary Supplement, 5/30/86]

 



“Anti-Semitism is a theory as well as a prejudice. It can be, and is, held by people who have never seen a Jew. . . . It may have special attractions for those who are themselves victimized by their own kind. And typically the anti-Semite has an interest, however sublimated, in a Final Solution. Nothing else will do. The usual outward sign of this is an inability to stay off the subject.” [“The Charmer,” Grand Street, Winter 1986]

 



“ . . . Black demagogy turns on the Jews not in spite of the fact that they are more liberal and more sensitive to the persecuted, but because of it.” [“The Charmer,” Grand Street, Winter 1986]

 



“It must count as a gain for civilization that in today’s America you are finished if you flirt with anti-Semitism. But it can be irritating to see with how uneven a hand this standard is applied.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 6/13/94]

 



“It’s impossible not to notice that anti-Jewish propaganda . . . is a virtual synonym for paranoia.” [“Scars and Bars,” Nation, 2/21/00]

 



“The idea that a group of people—whether defined as a nation or as a religion—could be condemned for all time and without the possibility of an appeal was (and is) essentially a totalitarian one.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 250]

 



“Anti-Semitism is an elusive and protean phenomenon, but it certainly involves the paradox whereby great power is attributed to the powerless. In the mind of the anti-Jewish paranoid, some shabby-bearded figure in a distant shtetl is a putative member of a secret world government: hence the enduring fascination of The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion.” [“The 2,000-Year-Old Panic,” Atlantic Monthly, March 2008]

 



“ . . . The sickness is somehow ineradicable and not even subject to rational analysis, let alone to rationalization. Anti-Semitism has flourished without banking or capitalism (for which Jews were at one time blamed) and without Communism (for which they were also blamed). It has existed without Zionism (of which leading Jews were at one time the only critics) and without the state of Israel. There has even been anti-Semitism without Jews, in states like Malaysia whose political leaders are paranoid demagogues looking for a scapegoat. This is enough to demonstrate that anti-Semitism is not a mere prejudice like any other: Sinhalese who don’t like Tamils, or Hutu who regard Tutsi as ‘cockroaches,’ do not accuse  their despised neighbors of harboring a plan—or of possessing the ability—to bring off a secret world government based on the occult control of finance.” [“Chosen,” Atlantic Monthly, September 2010]

 



“What strikes the eye about anti-Semitism is the godfather role it plays as the organizing principle of other bigotries.” [“Chosen,” Atlantic Monthly, September 2010]

 



“ . . . Anti-Semitism is protean and contradictory, but then, so are Judaism and Zionism.” [“Chosen,” Atlantic Monthly, September 2010]

 



“The chief impetus of anti-Semitism remains theocratic, and in our epoch anti-Semitism has shifted from Christian to Muslim: a more searching inquiry into its origins and nature might begin by asking if faith is not the problem to begin with.” [“Chosen,” Atlantic Monthly, September 2010]

 



Anti-Theism

“I myself have tried to formulate a position I call ‘anti-theist.’ There are, after all, atheists who say that they wish the fable were true but are unable to suspend the requisite disbelief, or have relinquished belief only with regret. To this I reply: who wishes that there was a permanent, unalterable celestial despotism that subjected us to continual surveillance and could convict us of thought-crime, and who regarded us as its private property even after we died? How happy we ought to be, at the reflection that there exists not a shred of respectable evidence to support such a horrible hypothesis.” [Introduction to The Portable Atheist (New York: Da Capo Press, 2007), xxii]

 



“I am not so much an atheist as an anti-theist. I am, in other words, not one of those unbelievers who wishes that they had faith, or that they could believe. I am, rather, someone who is delighted that there is absolutely no persuasive evidence for the existence of any of mankind’s many thousands of past and present deities.” [Is Christianity Good for the World? (Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2008), 12]

 



Antiwar Movement

“... All the learned and conscientious objections [to war], as well as all the silly or sinister ones, boil down to this: Nothing will make us fight against an evil if that fight forces us to go to the same corner as our own government. (The words ‘our own’ should of course be appropriately ironized, with the necessary quotation marks.) To do so would be a betrayal of the Cherokees.” [“Stranger in a Strange Land,” Atlantic Monthly, December 2001]

 



“The friends of Galtieri, Saddam Hussein, Mullah Omar, and Milosevic make unconvincing defenders of humanitarian values, and it can be seen that their inept and sometimes inane arguments lack either the principles or the seriousness that are required in such debates.” [Letter, Nation (online), 1/10/02]

 



“ . . . It’s obvious to me that the ‘antiwar’ side would not be convinced, even if all the allegations made against Saddam Hussein were proven, and even if the true views of the Iraqi people could be expressed.” [“Taking Sides,” Nation, 10/14/02]

 



“Not only does the ‘peace’ movement ignore the anti-Saddam civilian opposition, it sends missions to console the Ba’athists in their isolation. . . .” [“So Long, Fellow Travelers,” Washington Post, 10/20/02]

 



“The Left has employed arguments as contemptible as those on whose behalf they have been trotted out.... [T]he element of bad faith in the argument is far worse than the feeble-minded hysteria of its logic.... Now, however, the same people are all frenzied about an American-led ‘attack on the Muslim world.’ Are the Kurds not Muslims? Is the new Afghan government not Muslim? Will not the next Iraqi government be Muslim also? This meaningless demagogy among the peaceniks can only be explained by a masochistic refusal to admit that our own civil society has any merit, or by a nostalgia for Stalinism that I can sometimes actually taste as well as smell.” [“So Long, Fellow Travelers,” Washington Post, 10/20/02]

 



“There is, of course, a soggier periphery of more generally pacifist types, whose preferred method of argument about regime change is subject change.” [“So Long, Fellow Travelers,” Washington Post, 10/20/02]

 



“A year or so ago, the ‘peace movement’ was saying that Afghanistan could not even be approached without risking the undying enmity of the Muslim world; that the Taliban could not be bombed during Ramadan; that a humanitarian disaster would occur if the Islamic ultra-fanatics were confronted in their own lairs. Now we have an imperfect but recovering Afghanistan, with its population increased by almost two million returned refugees. Have you ever seen or heard any of those smart-ass critics and cynics make a self-criticism? Or recant?” [“Chew on This,” Stranger, 1/16/03–1/22/03]

 



“If the counsel of the peaceniks had been followed, Kuwait would today be the nineteenth province of Iraq (and based on his own recently produced evidence, Saddam Hussein would have acquired nuclear weapons). Moreover, Bosnia would be a trampled and cleansed province of Greater Serbia, Kosovo would have been emptied of most of its inhabitants, and the Taliban would still be in power in Afghanistan. Yet nothing seems to disturb the contented air of moral superiority that surrounds those who intone the ‘peace movement.’” [“Chew on This,” Stranger, 1/16/03–1/22/03]

 



“It would be just as accurate to say, ‘No quarrel with Saddam Hussein,’ as it would be to say, ‘No war on Iraq.’” [“Inspecting ‘Inspections,’” Slate, 2/13/03]

 



“There’s no real way of being ‘antiwar,’ but there are several means of evading the dilemma.” [“Preview of Coming Attractions: Sontag Looks at Images of War,” New York Observer, 3/17/03]

 



“The deformities of the anti-war faction are nonetheless threefold: they underestimate and understate the radical evil of Nazism and fascism, they forget that many ‘peace-loving’ forces did the same at the time, and they are absolutist in their ahistoricism. A war is a war is a war, in their moral universe, and anyone engaging in one is as bad as anyone else.” [“Just Give Peace a Chance?,” New Statesman, 5/19/08]

 



Apartheid

“It is, together with saving the whales and defending the Constitution, one of the few things about which people with advanced opinions appear to agree. It came almost as a relief to me, then, to find that the leaders of Margaret Thatcher’s Student Federation had passed a resolution calling for Nelson Mandela to be hanged. Here, I thought, are neoconservatives who are not afraid to stand up and be counted. Let’s have no hypocrisy.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 8/31/85]

 



“Apartheid cannot, by definition, be reformed or modified.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 8/31/85]

 



Apocalypse

“The Christian fundamentalist view of Doomsday may be unpolished, but it is unfalsifiable, just like the opposing view that God does not want our extinction.” [“The Lord and the Intellectuals,” Harper’s, July 1982]

 



“With a necessary part of its collective mind, religion looks forward to the destruction of the world.... Perhaps half aware that its unsupported arguments are not entirely persuasive, and perhaps uneasy about its own greedy accumulation of temporal power and wealth, religion has never ceased to proclaim the Apocalypse and the day of judgment.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 56]

 



“One of the very many connections between religious belief and the sinister, spoiled, selfish childhood of our species is the repressed desire to see everything smashed up and ruined and brought to naught. This tantrum-need is coupled with two other sorts of ‘guilty joy,’ or, as the Germans say, schadenfreude. First, one’s own death is canceled—or perhaps repaid or compensated—by the obliteration of all others. Second, it can always be egotistically hoped that one will be personally spared, gathered contentedly to the bosom of the mass exterminator, and from a safe place observe the sufferings of those less fortunate.” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 57]

 



Apologetics

“While some religious apology is magnificent in its limited way—one might cite Pascal—and some of it is dreary and absurd—here one cannot avoid naming C. S. Lewis—both styles have something in common, namely the appalling load of strain that they have to bear. How much effort it takes to affirm the incredible!” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 7]

 



Apology

“If you don’t want to sound like the Pope, who apologizes for everything and for nothing, then your apology should cost you something.” [“Who’s Sorry Now?,” Nation, 5/29/00]

 



“It is often in the excuses and in the apologies that one finds the real offense.” [“Tea’d Off,” Vanity Fair, January 2011]

 



Apparatchik

“There’s no real trick to thinking like an apparatchik. You just keep two sets of ethical books.” [“Thinking Like an Apparatchik,” Atlantic Monthly, July/August 2003]

 



Appearance

“I also take the view that it’s a mistake to try to look younger than one is, and that the face in particular ought to be the register of a properly lived life. I don’t want to look as if I have been piloting the Concorde without a windshield, and I can’t imagine whom I would be fooling if I did.” [“On the Limits of Self-Improvement, Part I,” Vanity Fair, October 2007]

 



“In the continuing effort to gain some idea of how one appears to other people, nothing is more useful than exposing oneself to an audience of strangers in a bookstore or a lecture hall.” [Hitch-22 (New York: Twelve, 2010), 350]

 



Appeasement

“Of course, since ‘appeasement’ is the standard metaphor whenever a test of American resolve is in prospect, the figure of Hitler is as difficult to exclude as the head of King Charles. The drawback in the analogy is that, from a Hitler, it is impossible to demand much less than his complete destruction or unconditional surrender.” [“Diary,” London Review of Books, 9/13/90]

 



“ . . . The term ‘appease’ has become worn out by repetition.” [Letters to a Young Contrarian (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 134]

 



“It was the vague term chosen by the Tories themselves to mask a collaboration with fascism and also their candid hope that the ambitions of Hitler could be directed eastward against Stalin. . . . It wasn’t at all that the British rightists were vacillating and pacifistic—an absurd notion to begin with. It was that they thought they could save their empire by a tactical alliance with Berlin.... Quite obviously, these people thought they saw in fascism a future ally and not a future rival.” [“The Medals of His Defeats,” Atlantic Monthly, April 2002]

 



Approval Ratings

“It now doesn’t seem ridiculous to have ‘approval ratings’ that fluctuate week by week, because these are based upon the all-important ‘perception’ factor, which has in turn quite lost its own relationship to the word ‘perceptive.’” [“Credibility Brown,” London Review of Books, 8/31/89]

 



Arab Street

“ . . . Those who once annexed the term have been forced to drop it, and for a good reason. The struggle for public opinion in the region is a continuing one and cannot be determined in advance, least of all by pseudo-populists who grant the violent Islamists their first premise.” [“The Arab Street,” Slate, 2/28/05]

 



Arendt, Hannah

“ . . . She was the arriving, irrupting, avenging conscience of outraged exile Europe and the one who rendered isolationist positions no longer tenable by the ‘herd of independent minds’ (expression of Mr. Harold Rosenberg).” [“Performing Seals,” London Review of Books, 8/10/00]

 



Argument

“An argument that can be used to prove anything is open to the objection that it proves nothing.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 1/01/90]

 



“ . . . I try to argue as if I think I am right, not as if I know I am right.” [“We Know Best,” Vanity Fair, May 2001]

 



“It’s often a bad sign when people defend themselves against charges that haven’t been made.” [“A Rejoinder to Noam Chomsky,” Nation (online), 10/15/01]

 



“The test of a well-conducted argument is not its ability to convert or to persuade. It lies in its capacity to refine or to redefine the positions of the other side.” [Introduction to Left Hooks, Right Crosses: A Decade of Political Writing, ed. Christopher Caldwell and Christopher Hitchens (New York: Nation Books, 2002), 211]

 



“The first requirement of anyone engaging in an intellectual or academic debate is that he or she be able to give a proper account of the opposing position(s). . . .” [“The End of Fukuyama,” Slate, 3/01/06]

 



Argument from Authority

“The ‘Argument from Authority’ is the weakest of all arguments. It is weak when it is asserted at second or third hand (‘the Good Book says’), and it is even weaker when asserted at first hand, as every child knows who has heard a parent say ‘because I say so’ (and as every parent knows who has heard himself reduced to uttering words he once found so unconvincing).” [God Is Not Great (New York: Twelve, 2007), 150]

 



Armageddon

“Those who brood on the imminence of Armageddon, with its visions of dreadful woman-beasts, or who employ it to frighten others, are prey to awful fears themselves.” [“Umberto Umberto,” In These Times, 1/30/85–2/05/85]

 



Armchair General

“The concept embodied in the contemptuous usage is this: someone who wants intervention in, say, Iraq ought to be prepared to go and fight there. An occasional corollary is that those who have actually seen war are not so keen to urge it.... It is said, for example, that someone like former Nebraska Senator Bob Kerrey has more right to pronounce on a war than someone who avoided service in Vietnam. Well, last year Kerrey was compelled to admit that he had led a calamitous expedition into a Vietnamese village and had been responsible for the slaughter of several children and elderly people.... Do I turn to such a man for advice on how to deal with Saddam Hussein? The connection is not self-evident, more especially since, as far as I am aware, Kerrey knows no more about Iraq than I know about how to construct a chess-playing computer.” [“‘Armchair General,’” Slate, 11/11/02]

 



“ . . . If the ‘armchair’ arguers got their way and asked only war veterans what to do about Saddam Hussein, there would have been a rather abrupt ‘regime change’ in Iraq long before now.” [“‘Armchair General,’” Slate, 11/11/02]

 



Arms Race

“ . . . It is flatly untrue to say that anybody has ever been democratically consulted about the arms race.” [“Minority Report,” Nation, 9/18/82]
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