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  What people are saying about




  Christopher Hitchens




  Burgis offers a fascinating and nuanced dive into the life, work, and political views of Christopher Hitchens. It’s rare to come across a book that manages to combine an enjoyable and informative mix of history, philosophy, religion, and biography. Burgis accomplishes this difficult task well, and also helps the reader to interpret today’s political climate.




  Ana Kasparian, host and executive producer at The Young Turks




  People who think Christopher Hitchens was god-like will be pissed. People who think Christopher Hitchens was nothing but a war-mongering scumbag will be pissed. For the rest of us, who loved Hitch but thought him deeply flawed, Christopher Hitchens: What He Got Right, How He Went Wrong, and Why He Still Matters is gold.




  Ed Buckner, President, American Atheists (2008-2010) and Executive Director, Council for Secular Humanism (2001-2003)




  Ben Burgis is invaluable to the socialist movement, not only because he has the ability to speak beyond the already converted, but because of his range and intellectual curiosity. His book on Hitchens shows this range, giving a fair analysis of a man who badly lost his bearings.




  Bhaskar Sunkara, editor and publisher, Jacobin magazine




  Ben Burgis has written a compelling account of the political and philosophical thought of Christopher Hitchens. Though many on the left would rather forget Hitchens, who in the last decade of his life made a decidedly imperialist turn, Burgis reveals that Hitchens remains an important thinker with whom anyone interested in the history of ideas should wrestle. An important book that will no doubt serve as a starting point for the many books likely to be written about Hitchens in coming years.


  

  Daniel Bessner, Non-Resident Fellow at the Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft and Joff Hanauer Honors Associate Professor in Western Civilization at the University of Washington




  This is a must read for anyone on the Left who admired Christopher Hitchens but wondered what the hell happened to him in the last decade or so of his life. With his characteristic rigor, clarity, and wit, Burgis offers a persuasive account of Hitch’s evolution from young Trotskyist to neocon.




  What is perhaps most impressive about this book—both its subject and its author—is the range on display. Burgis is happy to meet Hitchens on any field, whether it’s the invasion of Iraq, a materialist critique of Said’s Orientalism, or the intricacies of the Kalām cosmological argument for God’s existence.




  Mark Warren, Assistant Professor of Philosophy, Daemen College




  Written in his trademark deliberative style, Ben Burgis’ book is an engaging and worthwhile excavation of a writer now largely known for the reactionary turn he took in the final decade of his life. With care and thoroughness, Burgis offers us a more complete portrait of Christopher Hitchens’ vast body of work — and mounts a compelling case that the best of it is still worth reading today.




  Luke Savage, Author, The Dead Center, Bylines in The Atlantic and Staff Writer for Jacobin magazine
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  Dedicated to the eternal memory of Michael Brooks, who encouraged me to write about Hitchens. I loved him like a brother and none of this is ever going to be as much fun without him.












  Chapter One




  Christopher Hitchens vs. Bill and Hillary Clinton, Mother Teresa, Henry Kissinger, and God




  Christopher Hitchens died of a complication of his esophageal cancer in 2011. Five years later, Hillary Clinton ran for president. Before somehow managing to lose to a racist and frequently incoherent reality television host in the general election, Clinton came shockingly close to losing the race for the Democratic nomination. The opponent who won 22 states and reshaped American politics was a protest candidate who looked like Doc Brown from Back to the Future and called himself a democratic socialist.




  Many of Bernie Sanders’ most ardent supporters were so young that, if they were familiar with “Hitch” at all, they may have only been familiar with a handful of YouTube videos from the final decade of his life where he uses his considerable rhetorical skills to embarrass Christian apologists in debates about atheism. They might not have guessed that Hitchens had spent most of his adult life as a committed socialist.




  Just before the end of Bill Clinton’s presidency, Hitchens came out with a book called No One Left to Lie To: The Values of the Worst Family (or in some editions No One Left to Lie To: The Triangulations of William Jefferson Clinton). I’ve often thought that if Bernie Sanders (or his campaign manager Jeff Weaver) had more of a killer instinct, he might have had his staff buy up No One Left to Lie To in bulk and distribute it for free at campaign rallies.




  During the 2016 election cycle, Bernie relentlessly advocated a single-payer “Medicare for All” system whereby healthcare would be funded by progressive taxation and made free at the point of service. One of Hillary’s main lines of response was to trumpet her own record of fighting for healthcare reform. In March 2016, for example, she said this:






   We are going to pull together and stay together and stand up against these powerful forces. And I always get a chuckle when I hear my opponent talking about it. Well, I don’t know where he was when I was trying to get healthcare in ‘93 and ‘94, standing up to the insurance companies, standing up to the drug companies.







  The response from the Bernie camp was to dispute the premise that Bernie wasn’t present and accounted for in 1993-4. In one memorable picture, the Congressman from Vermont is literally standing behind the First Lady at an event on healthcare reform.




  But this response just grants what should absolutely not be granted—that Hillary Clinton was “standing up to the insurance companies” and “standing up to the drug companies” in an attempt to “get healthcare” in any sense remotely comparable to what Bernie was proposing in 2016. Bernie was pragmatic enough to support just about any reform that might alleviate any of the harms of America’s dystopian healthcare system, but that doesn’t mean the Clintons wanted what he wanted. Here’s Hitch on exactly that point in No One Left to Lie To:






   Had the masses risen up against the insurance companies [in response to the Clintons’ populist appeal] they would have discovered that the four largest of them—Aetna, Prudential, Met Life, and Signa—had helped finance and design the “managed competition” scheme which the Clintons and their Jackson Hole Group had put forward in the first place. These corporations, and the Clintons, had also decided to exclude from consideration, right from the start, any “single-payer” or “Canadian-style” solution. A group of doctors at the Harvard Medical School, better known as Physicians for a National Health Program, devised a version of single-payer which combined comprehensive coverage, to include the 40 million uninsured Americans, with free choice in the selection of physicians. The Congressional Budget Office certified this plan as the most cost-effective on offer. Dr David Himmelstein, one of the leaders of the group, met Mrs Clinton in 1993. It became clear, in the course of the conversation, that she wanted two things simultaneously: the insurance giants “on board,” and the option of attacking said giants if things went wrong. Dr Himmelstein laid out the advantages of his plan, and pointed out that some 70 percent of the public had shown support for such a scheme. “David,” said the First Lady, before wearily dismissing him, “tell me something interesting.”







  Hitchens goes on to describe the Clintons’ plans as embodying “the worst of bureaucracy and the worst of ‘free enterprise’” in its “labyrinthine complexity.” As any American reader who’s unlucky enough to have ever had to navigate her state’s healthcare exchange to buy a “bronze-level” insurance plan should instantly recognize, the “Hillarycare” scheme that went nowhere in ‘93 and ‘94 wasn’t a predecessor to what Bernie was trying to do in 2016. It was an early attempt to do what Barack Obama succeeded in doing in 2010.




  “Obamacare” was a Rube Goldberg contraption of bureaucratic complexity. Healthcare was still treated as a commodity, but that commodity was supposed to be made more affordable by layers of regulatory engineering. At its heart was the idea that people buying coverage on exchanges would be able to pick and choose between horrifically complex health insurance plans (and punish over-charging providers by switching plans) as easily as customers drive past one gas station to stop at another where gas is ten cents cheaper. That worked out so well that by 2016 a candidate who openly called himself a socialist won twenty-two primaries and caucuses, in the most anti-socialist country in the developed world, by promising to scrap the Obamacare experiment and just nationalize the whole vile industry.




  A successful Clinton administration initiative was the “welfare reform” bill that Bill Clinton signed into law in 1996. Here’s how Hillary Clinton described what she and her husband were doing in a column from March 2000:






   Since we first asked mothers to move from welfare to work, millions of families have made the transition from dependency to dignity.







  In her 2003 memoir Living History, Hillary brags that she “worked hard to round up votes for its passage.” Here’s Hitchens in No One Left to Lie To, using the example of Tyson Foods—a company that had donated Bill Clinton’s various campaigns since the beginning of his career—to illustrate how this “reform” worked in practice:






   Tyson Foods uses the Direct Job Placement scheme as its taxpayer-funded recruiting sergeant. The first shock of recognition, experienced by those who are supposed to be grateful for a dose of nonalienated and dignified labor, is the “puller job.” This involves gutting birds—later to provide tasteless nourishment at the tables of the badly off—at a rapid rate. The fingernails of the inexperienced are likely to be the first to go; dissolved in bacteria and chicken fat. Of Missouri’s 103,000 poultry workers, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, almost one-third endured an injury or an illness in 1995 alone...Supplied by the state with a fearful, docile labor force, the workhouse masters are relatively untroubled by unions, or by any back-talk from the staff. Those who have been thus “trimmed” from the welfare rolls have often done no more than disappear into a twilight zone of casual employment, uninsured illness, intermittent education for their children, and unsafe or temporary accommodation. Only thus—by their disappearance from society—can they be counted as a “success story” by ambitious governors, and used in order to qualify tightfisted states for “caseload-reduction credits” from the federal government. The women among them, not infrequently pressed for sexual favors as the price of the ticket, can be asked at random about the number of toothbrushes found in the trailer, and are required by law to name the overnight guest or the father of the child if asked. Failure or refusal to name the father can lead to termination of “benefits” or (even better word) “entitlements.” We were once told from the bought-and-sold Oval Office itself, that “even presidents are entitled to privacy”: it seems now that only presidents and their wealthy backers can claim this entitlement.







  If Hitchens had beaten cancer in 2011 and lived long enough to write about the 2016 election, it’s safe to say that he would have had nothing positive to say about Hillary Clinton’s campaign for the Democratic nomination. Would he have supported Bernie Sanders?




  I’m honestly not sure. If we assume for the sake of simplicity that Hitch’s politics didn’t change in any way during those five years, he would have agreed with some of Bernie’s positions and strongly disagreed with others.




  What we can assert with something approaching certainty is that he would have been horrified when Hillary Clinton bragged in one of her debates with Bernie that Henry Kissinger was a trusted friend and adviser. I’m confident that Hitch would have nodded along with at least grudging respect when Bernie responded that he was proud not to count Kissinger among his friends. However else his politics would have evolved between 2011 and 2016, it’s difficult to imagine a version of Christopher Hitchens who could hear the name “Henry Kissinger” without being filled with visceral disgust.




  Anthony Bourdain once said that after you’ve visited Cambodia, “you’ll never stop wanting to beat Henry Kissinger to death with your bare hands.” Even if you’ve never been within a thousand miles of southeast Asia, you can get a bit of that feeling from reading Hitchens’s book The Trial of Henry Kissinger. Page after page, chapter after chapter, you learn about Kissinger’s personal role not just in overseeing a bombing campaign that led to oceans of death and suffering in Cambodia, but in illegally sabotaging peace talks that could have ended the larger war five years earlier on pretty much the same terms Nixon and Kissinger eventually agreed to in Paris, in plotting the overthrow of democratically elected left-wing governments in various ‘third-world’ nations, and much, much more.






   Yet the pudgy man standing in black tie at the Vogue party is not, surely, the man who ordered and sanctioned the destruction of civilian populations, the assassination of inconvenient politicians, the kidnapping and disappearance of soldiers and clerics and journalists who got in his way? Oh, but he is. It’s exactly the same man.







  The Clinton book (1999) and the Kissinger book (2001) are representative of the kind of work that Hitchens was best known for during the first three decades of his writing career. The very first book with his name on the cover, all the way back in 1971, was a collection of essays by Karl Marx and Fredrich Engels. (Hitch edited it and wrote the introduction.) Between that book and his death in 2011, he wrote hundreds of articles and almost two dozen books about literature and politics and history. His central focus only veered into more abstract philosophical territory in the last decade of that 40-year career.




  Hitchens was a convinced Marxist for the great majority of his adult life. There are religious socialists like Cornel West and Terry Eagleton—or for that matter like many of the priests and nuns killed by CIA-backed death squads in Latin America—who have found ways to combine some of Marx’s ideas about history and politics and class struggle with a progressive interpretation of Christian theology, but Hitchens was as much of a materialist and an atheist as Marx himself.




  In his Introduction to a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Marx wrote that “the criticism of religion is the prerequisite of all criticism.” Religion was an important source of consolation for oppressed people, Marx wrote, but this kind of consolation ultimately does more harm than good by teaching people at the bottom of society to meekly accept their lot in life.






   The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criticism of that vale of tears of which religion is the halo.




  Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers on the chain not in order that man shall continue to bear that chain without fantasy or consolation, but so that he shall throw off the chain and pluck the living flower.







  In the same spirit, in his memoir Hitch-22, Hitchens praises the poet Philip Larkin for his “very moving, deliberate refusal of the false consolations of religion.” In the same passage, he rattles off a long series of political disagreements with Larkin, whose “pungent loathing for the Left, for immigrants, for striking workers, for foreigners,” and so on showed that “you couldn’t have everything.” That Hitchens even as a young socialist thought that Larkin’s atheism counted for something in the face of that list suggests something about how seriously he took the issue.




  In 1982 Hitchens wrote a review of a book called The Politics at God’s Funeral by Democratic Socialists of America founder Michael Harrington. Hitchens acknowledged that Harrington had “honestly lost his faith” but faulted the DSA founder for believing that battles between religion and “anticlerical atheism” were no longer relevant in the modern world.






   Whenever Western reactionaries are in a tight corner, they proclaim to be defending “Christian civilization.” The child martyrs of the Iranian army, drafted before their teens, are told by their mullahs that an Iraqi bullet will send them to Paradise. The Polish workers were enjoined by their spiritual leaders to spend their spare time on their knees. What sort of advice is that?




  The list runs on—anybody who has seen an Israeli election knows that the mere mention of the holy places of Hebron or Jerusalem is enough to still the doubters and divide the dissidents. And everybody knows that the “Christian Democratic” parties of Europe have a reserve strength of religious iconography they deploy when they think nobody is looking. We are not as far out of the medieval woods as some suppose.







  You can find Hitchens saying things like this here and there through the 80s and 90s, but it wasn’t a major part of his output until the 2000s. It was a surprisingly small element even in his 1995 book, The Missionary Position: Mother Teresa in Theory and Practice. Hitch made the case that Mother Teresa was a cruel and bigoted hypocrite, that she squandered donations while the sick and dying men and women in her care suffered unnecessarily, and that she was all too happy to lend her aura of saintliness to murderous right-wing dictators like Haiti’s Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier. But he wastes very little time on the theology of the woman he’d elsewhere called a “thieving fanatical Albanian dwarf.”




  He criticizes the Catholic Church’s positions on issues like homosexuality and birth control, but even there his focus is on Mother Teresa’s alignment with the “fundamentalist faction within the Vatican.” He describes the challenges that faction faced (and continues to face) from gay Catholics who don’t think there’s anything sinful about their sexuality, from “the populist challenge of so-called ‘liberation theology’” and even from some moderately conservative Catholics who think the Church’s stance on abortion is cheapened by bundling it with an absurd condemnation of birth control pills. He clearly regards the positions taken on all these issues by “Mother” and the rest of the “fundamentalist faction” as contemptibly reactionary, but the book isn’t really anti-Catholic, never mind generically anti-religious.




  The closest The Missionary Position veers toward the sort of territory that Hitchens spent so much time in during his last decade is the section where he debunks an alleged “miracle” reported by English journalist Malcom Muggeridge, who claimed that BBC footage taken in the dim interior of Mother Teresa’s “House of the Dying” in Calcutta showed the scene bathed in a “particularly beautiful soft light.” Since he remembered his cameraman Ken Macmillan claiming that “filming was quite impossible in there,” Muggeridge concluded that what they were seeing was mysterious “divine light.”




  Hitchens quotes Macmillan himself, who recalls that the reason he went ahead with filming despite the bad light was that “we had just taken delivery at the BBC of some new film made by Kodak, which we hadn’t had time to test before I left, so I said to [the director], ‘We may as well have a go.’” When the go went better than expected, Macmillan attributed this to the glory of Kodak.




  ...and fair enough. But you don’t have to be an atheist or an agnostic to grant that Macmillan was better than Muggeridge at what philosophers of science call Inference to the Best Explanation. (Roughly, if two explanations are each consistent with the evidence, you should still believe the one that explains it better—by, for example, being simpler, more elegant, and fitting more cleanly with the rest of what we know about how reality works.) As Hitchens knew perfectly well, the world is full of devout, church-going Catholics whose piety doesn’t stop them from rolling their eyes when they read about someone in Texas claiming to have seen the image of the Virgin Mary in a tortilla.




  The first place I know of where Hitchens turned his polemical firepower in any kind of more sustained way than a book review not on one particular religious figure (or her more gullible acolytes) but on religious belief per se is his book Letters to a Young Contrarian. Some critics have suggested that Hitchens’s crusade against religion was inspired by his reaction to the September 11 terrorist attacks, and that’s not entirely wrong. 9/11 and the wars that followed in its wake certainly influenced the form of that crusade and lent it an added sense of urgency. But Letters to a Young Contrarian was published in the fall of 2001. Hitch would have had to sign off on the final copyedits long before the towers fell. And anyone familiar with his 2007 bestseller god is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything or his many subsequent debates with pious Christians and Muslims and Jews will recognize all his favorite anti-religious arguments in Letters IX and X.




  Here’s how he starts Letter IX:






   You seem to have already guessed, from some remarks I made in passing, that I am not a religious believer. In order to be absolutely honest, I should not leave you with the impression that I am part of the generalized agnosticism of our culture. I am not even an atheist so much as an antitheist; I not only maintain that all religions are versions of the same untruth, but I hold that the influence of churches, and the effect of religious belief, is positively harmful. I do not wish, as some sentimental materialists affect to wish, that they were true. I do not envy believers their faith. I am relieved to think that the whole story is a sinister fairy tale.







  To lay my own cards on the table, I agree with almost everything that Christopher Hitchens wrote about politics between 1971 and 2001. (Two of the most important exceptions covered over by that “almost” involve Yugoslavia and the Falkland Islands.) And as a confirmed philosophy nerd who enjoys arguing about subjects like the foundations of morality, the apparent conflict between free will and determinism, and, yes, the existence or non-existence of God, I share Hitchens’s basic commitment to atheism. I even find parts of his humanistic moral critique of religion compelling. But I’ve never been entirely sold on his politicized “antitheism.”




  Some of the specific things Hitchens would say in his post-2007 polemics against the faithful reflect his post-2001 political shifts. But as we’ve seen, he was already a committed antitheist in 1982 (and likely long before). We can and should evaluate the merits of his position on religion a la carte.




  In chiding Harrington for overestimating the extent to which we’re “out of the medieval woods,” Hitchens correctly captured some of the politically reactionary uses to which religion has been put by forces ranging from Western European “Christian Democrats” to Iranian mullahs. But this leaves open the question of how the Left can or should respond to our enemies’ religious appeals. Is focusing on “anticlerical atheism” likely to be the most effective strategy?




  An obvious opening move on the other side of this strategic argument would be to notice the far more positive political uses to which religion has been put by the South American “liberation theologians” mentioned above or by North American figures like Dr Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, who marched together first for civil rights and then to end the war that, as Christopher Hitchens would put it in The Trial of Henry Kissinger, led to tens of thousands of Americans and “an uncalculated number of Vietnamese, Cambodians and Laotians” losing their lives. When the Western reactionaries Hitchens talked about in his critique of Harrington start proclaiming that they’re defending “Christian civilization” or religious Zionists do the equivalent to defend atrocities in Palestine, it seems quite likely that left-wing pastors and rabbis are going to be in a better position than intellectual atheists like Christopher Hitchens (or me) to counter these appeals.




  Hitchens’s response to suggestions like this one in the Harrington review (“Better Off Without”) and in a similar essay published in Harpers in 1983 (“The Lord and the Intellectuals”) was to suggest that there was something dishonorable or condescending about the attitude of secular materialists who praised the religious Left.






   Most irritating of all, there are still people on the Left who say feebly that, “after all, there are many ‘progressive’ church people. Look at the Maryknolls or Archbishop Romero.” This is usually said by those who are not themselves religious but who feel that religion is good enough for other people—usually other people in the Third World.







  That’s a good line. But is it dishonorable or condescending for people with different views on abstract metaphysical issues to agree to disagree on those issues while happily working together to pursue shared political goals?




  My position is the one advocated by my late friend Michael Brooks in the final chapter of his 2020 book Against the Web. Influenced by Amartya Sen and, through Sen, by the political philosopher John Rawls, Michael emphasized that the values that inform the global fight for democracy and socialism can be found in, for example, Islam, not because the essential nature of Islam is politically progressive—Michael denied that vast and historically heterogenous cultural traditions have essential natures—but because at least some human beings in every society are likely to find their way to these values (and to find ways to express them in the distinctive language of any particular tradition). All I need to accept a religious believer as a political ally is that (a) they share a basic vision of justice that can be rooted in what Rawls called the “overlapping consensus” of numerous belief systems and (b) they share a commitment to cultural and religious pluralism.




  In other words, if you don’t want to impose your religious beliefs on me, I have no political problem with you and I’m happy to work with you to achieve a better society. Once we’ve overcome the severe economic inequality generated by the capitalist system, and the poverty, workplace authoritarianism, and grinding financial stress that afflict the human beings caught on the bottom end of that inequality, we’ll all have much more leisure time to engage in intrinsically valuable human activities like creating art and music, traveling, experiencing one another’s cultures—and, oh yes, arguing about philosophy.
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