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But I, with my memory—all the dead and the mad
 are in my custody, and I am
 the nemesis of the would-be forgotten.


—Saul Bellow, Herzog






INTRODUCTION

A Universal Aspiration


All the totalitarian movements of modernity have been inspired by the same fantasy of a world made right and finally brought into harmony with itself. This utopian delusion is not restricted to aspiring commissars or religious fanatics. In one form or another, it is the ideal of every believer in a universal progress, including those who would be dismayed to think of themselves in such destructive company.

The desire to make things better is an impulse essential to our humanity. But taken beyond the limits of what is humanly possible, the same hope is transformed into a destructive passion, until it becomes a desire to annihilate whatever stands in the way of the beautiful idea. Nihilism is thus the practical extreme of the radical project. Consequently, the fantasy of a redeemed future has repeatedly led to catastrophic results as progressive radicals pursue their  impossible schemes. It is an enduring irony of the human condition that the urgency to make the world “a better place” is also the chief source of the suffering that human beings have inflicted on each other from the beginning of time.

The present volume focuses on individuals who are adherents of the progressive faith, a label that has been embraced by Marxists and anarchists, socialists and liberals alike. “Radical” normally connotes a sharp and violent break with the existing order, which would suggest that the careers described in these pages were confined to the fringes of the political culture. Nothing could be further from the truth. Christopher Hitchens was an internationally celebrated journalist and author; Bettina Aptheker is an acclaimed professor at an elite university; and Cornel West is a celebrity academic who has been friends with two Democratic presidents, and is the author of best-selling books praised by arbiters of the literary culture. Saul Alinsky, a prominent figure in the radical Sixties posthumously became the political guide to an entire generation of American progressives, including an occupant of the Oval Office.

Radicals have often been described as “liberals in a hurry”—sharing similar goals but with expectations that were high and timetables that were short. These are indeed attributes of the terrorists Kathy Boudin and Susan Rosenberg, whose stories are told in this text. But far from being condemned by liberals who would not themselves think of committing their crimes, they have been treated as spiritual comrades, and embraced as victims of a society whose injustices encouraged them to commit their desperate acts. Liberals of this disposition were once referred to as “fellow travelers,” people who failed to muster the courage of their convictions but nonetheless shared the radical dream of a universal progress and a world that would be socially just.

The type of this fellow traveler was dissected in a famous Cold War novel by Lionel Trilling in the character of John Laksell.1 Men like Laksell, Trilling observed, were not actually for communism, but were convinced that “one was morally compromised, turned toward evil and away from good, if one was against it.” Because Laksell did not oppose the Communists’ vision of a liberated future, he was unable to oppose the war that Communists had declared on the society they actually inhabited. Laksell refused to become an anti-Communist and join the war against totalitarianism, Trilling explained, because “one could not oppose [Communist ideas] without being illiberal, even reactionary. One would have to have something better to offer and Laksell had nothing better. He could not even imagine what the better ideas would be.”2 Laksell therefore became an “anti-anti-Communist,” and took his stand as an opponent of those who opposed the Marxist totalitarian idea.

Sixty years later, Trilling’s observations apply to the fellow travelers of radicalism, who are generally referred to as liberals, and who make up the expansive ranks of the progressive cause. They refuse to oppose the fundamental ideas behind the radicals’ assault on free societies because to do so would make them illiberal and reactionary and put them in the camp of the conservative right. The failure of these fellow travelers to oppose radical ideas explains the success radicals have achieved in pushing their cause beyond the social margins. Over the last several decades, the radical critique of American democracy has become the curriculum of American universities, and the culture of its liberal elites—a fact reflected in the otherwise inexplicable career of Professor Cornel West, which is described in the pages that follow.3


Once a partisan of the progressive cause, I have devoted myself since leaving its ranks to an effort to comprehend it—first to understand  what prompts people to believe in world-encompassing and world-transforming myths; and second, to explore the tragic consequences of the attempts to act on them. This was the subject of Radical Son, an autobiography published in 1997, and of a series of essays and books I have written over the last twenty years, including Destructive Generation , The Politics of Bad Faith, Unholy Alliance, and Left Illusions. I have also written two small volumes, The End of Time and A Point in Time, which explore the way the radical passion is a religious response to our common human fate. The present work is perhaps the last I will write about a subject that has occupied me in one way or another over the course of a lifetime.

When all is said and done, what has impressed me most, after all these years, is how little we human beings are able to learn collectively from our experience, how slowly we do learn, and how quickly we forget.
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The chapters that follow begin with an inquiry into the life and thought of Christopher Hitchens, a writer who had serious second thoughts about some of his radical commitments but was unable to leave the progressive faith. Hitchens’ life and work offer an opportunity to examine the issues that define a radical outlook, and the moral and intellectual incoherence that overtake an intelligent mind whose second thoughts remain incomplete.

The second chapter follows the life of an icon of radical feminism, and is a study in the totalitarian quest for a unity of the political and the personal. We are all prisoners of what Hegel called an “unhappy consciousness,” reflecting the division between the world and the self. Radicals seek to overcome this division by creating a new world that will resolve this dilemma. The practical result of this effort is the  embrace of a totalitarian politics and the inevitable detachment of the individual from her own reality.

The third chapter follows the improbable career of Professor Cornel West, a remarkably shallow intellect whose rise to cultural eminence has been made possible by his personification of progressive clichés. His career is consequently a reflection of a general cultural decline.

The fourth chapter focuses on a group of individuals who are best described as “Nechaevists,” after the nineteenth-century Russian terrorist of that name—privileged youth who jettison the opportunities bestowed on them by a generous society to become criminals in the service of a political idea. It is also a tale of the Laksells, perched comfortably on the heights of society and culture, who work assiduously to create sympathy for the perpetrators of indefensible deeds.

The fifth chapter diverges from the others as the story of an un-political woman whose coming of age in a political decade encouraged her to pursue the idea of self-liberation to the point of personal disaster. Following decades of drug abuse and descent into chaos, she finally rescued herself from ruin by rejecting her identity as a cultural victim to grasp the specific truth of her life.

A final chapter examines the prescriptive advice of Saul Alinsky, mentor to the present generation of post-Communist progressives. It explores the paradox at the heart of the utopian outlook—that its idealism is a nihilism—providing a summary statement of the central theme of this book.

Earlier versions of these chapters have appeared as articles in FrontPageMag.com and NationalReviewOnline.com. They have been edited for this volume and in several instances re-written.





CHAPTER ONE

The Two Christophers

(Or the Importance of Second Thoughts)

 



 



 



 



 




I first met Christopher Hitchens in 1970 when I was editing Ramparts magazine, which was then the largest publication of the left. Christopher was ten years my junior and fresh out of Oxford, embarking on his first adventure in the New World. When he stopped in at my Berkeley office looking for guidance, one of the questions he asked me in all seriousness was, “Where is the working class?” Only the devout left—the “holy rollers” as I by that time regarded them—could still think this mythical entity was an actual force in a nation where classes were social relics, and every man was king. But rather than make this an issue, I directed my visitor to the local Trotskyists, who were true believers, failing to realize that he was one of them.

Our next encounter took place a dozen years later, also in Berkeley, and was not nearly as pleasant. By then I had rejected most tenets  of the radical faith, although I had not publicly left its ranks. We met at a small lunch attended by several Nation editors, among them Victor Navasky and Kai Bird. Before long the conversation turned to the Middle East and the war in Lebanon, and I found myself confronting what in those days we referred to as a political “gut check.” What was my attitude, Christopher wanted to know, towards Israel’s invasion of Lebanon? The goal of the Israeli offensive was to clear out PLO terrorists who had entrenched themselves behind an international border in southern Lebanon and were shelling towns in northern Israel. The left’s attitude was that Israel was an imperialist pawn of the United States and oppressor of Palestinians. Leftists were therefore opposed to Israel’s effort to protect itself. My second thoughts had led me to the conclusion that I was not, and I rose imprudently to Christopher’s provocation: “This is the first Israeli war I have supported,” I said, which ended any fraternal possibilities for the remaining conversation.

Two years later, my co-author Peter Collier and I voted for Ronald Reagan, and three years after that we organized a “Second Thoughts” conference, bringing together other former radicals who had become supporters of the anti-Communist cause. Christopher came to our conference with his Nation cohort Alex Cockburn to attack us. In the column he filed after our event, he described our suggestion that second thoughts might be superior to first ones as “smug,” and singled out my remark that supporting America’s enemies should be considered treason as “sinister.”1 He subsequently elaborated his feelings about those who had abandoned the leftist cause in a brutal article about the writer Paul Johnson, sneering at his “well advertised stagger from left to right,” which Christopher regarded as the venal maneuver of someone “who, having lost his faith, believes that he had found his reason.”2 (And why not?)

But times change, and subsequently Christopher himself became associated by others—not entirely correctly—with a generation of post-9/11 second-thoughters. Revising some of his attitudes towards the left and its loyalties, he had vaunted a patriotism towards America he would once have thought of as, well, sinister. A climactic moment in this odyssey—or so it should have been—was the publication of an engrossing memoir of a life, heretical at both ends, which he called Hitch-22. Among its other virtues, the book provided a fertile occasion for those of us who preceded him to take another look at our own second thoughts, and measure the distances that we, and our one-time antagonist, had traveled.

The man his friends called “Hitch” was a figure of such unruly contradictions it may be said of him, as Dr. Johnson said of the metaphysical poets, that he had “the ability to yoke heterogeneous ideas by violence together.” Opponent of America’s war in Vietnam and supporter of America’s war in Iraq; libertarian defender of free market capitalism and impenitent admirer of Trotsky and Marx; pro-lifer and feminist doctrinaire; friend to both Paul Wolfowitz, neo-conservative hawk, and to Victor Navasky, apologist for Alger Hiss, the Rosenbergs, and Hamas.

Christopher eagerly embraced not only incompatible ideas and unlikely comrades but divergent modes of being: both a political renegade and keeper of the flame; fierce partisan and practiced ironist; post-modern skeptic and romantic nostalgist; one-dimensional polemicist and literary polymath; passionate moralist and calculating operator; hard-headed critic and dewy-eyed sentimentalist; serious thinker and determined attention grabber; irreverent contrarian and serenader of the choir; self-styled Man of the People and accomplished social climber; and—most inexplicable of all—Oxonian gentleman and master of vitriol.

Among the things to be discovered reading Christopher’s memoir is that there are not many things you will figure out about him that he had not already thought of himself. His chronicle opens with a superbly realized account of personal origins, containing portraits of his conservative Anglican father and his rebellious, romantic, and secretly Jewish mother, “two much opposed and sharply discrepant ancestral stems: two stray branches that only war and chance could ever have caused to become entwined.”3 On the one side the mother, Yvonne, an alien who refused to know her place; on the other, the father, a naval officer referred to by the son as “the Commander,” who knew his place and served his country. “Sending a Nazi convoy raider to the bottom,” his radical offspring observes in a typically inscrutable Hitchens tribute, “is a better day’s work than any I have ever done.”4


Those familiar with Hitchens’ writing have long appreciated his stylistic elegance. But it was not until the publication of his memoir that he showed he was also a wily operator, for whom Homer’s epithet for Ulysses—“deep devising”—is particularly apt, using his roguish charm and sparkling literacy to eat his cake and have it too, stutter-stepping past potentially inconvenient truths.

At the outset, the reader is alerted to Christopher’s conscious pursuit of “the Janus-faced mode of life.”5 The figure Janus was the Roman god of temple doorways, who looks both ways and is invariably depicted in his statuary with two faces. Grabbing the horns of his own enigma, Christopher observes that the doors of the temple were open in time of war, and that war “is a time when the ideas of contradiction and conflict are most naturally regnant.” The most intense wars, he also notes, are civil, and the most rending conflicts internal. “What I hope to do now,” he says of the text to come, “is give some idea of what it is like to fight on two fronts at once, to try and  keep opposing ideas alive in the same mind, even occasionally to show two faces at the same time.”6


It is the initial salvo in a campaign to defend a life that aspired to moral authenticity but often seemed to skirt the edge of having it both ways, a tendency that provided his most determined enemies with an irresistible target. In the New Statesman, the Marxist literary critic Terry Eagleton castigated him thus: “It is as though he sees his own double-dealing as a rather agreeable versatility—as testimony to his myriad-mindedness rather than as a privileged, spoilt-brat desire (among other things) to hog it all.”7 Characteristically, Hitchens does not duck his contradictions in this memoir but embraces them, making no effort to hide the determination to keep “double-entry books.” Describing an occasion on which his radical comrades caught him fraternizing with John Sparrow, a notorious symbol of the reactionary ruling caste at Oxford, Christopher writes: “I could have taken refuge in some ‘know your enemy’ formulation but something in me said that this would be ignoble. I didn’t want a one-dimensional politicized life.”8


Whatever may be said of these choices, they are an undeniable source of Christopher’s appeal as an enfant terrible, the reason he is far more interesting than Eagleton or any of his leftwing critics with whom, this memoir shows, he still shared fundamental beliefs. It is why reading his book—regardless of whether one agrees with the politics or finds them repellent or merely confusing—is an enterprise that is rewarding and often a delight. But Christopher’s express desire not to be confined to a single standard does not explain the life that unfolded along multiple paths, nor does it put to rest the ethical questions that continue to dog them.

In attempting to understand Christopher’s politics and to understand him, the reader of his book is continually frustrated by a troubling  lacuna at the heart of the text—a Hitch-22 as it were. Inexplicably for a writer so keenly observant of the world around him, Christopher’s attempt at a self-portrait lacks the introspective curiosity integral to such a task or the interior probing that would unwrap his mysteries both for himself and others.

A dozen years before Christopher’s book appeared, I was at a similar age and also wrote a memoir. One of my purposes was to give an account of the path I had traveled away from the Marxist views and socialist crusade that had previously shaped my life. Here is the way I described the point at which I finally came to reject these beliefs: “In that very moment a previously unthinkable possibility... entered my head: The Marxist idea, to which I had devoted my entire intellectual life and work was false . . . . For the first time in my conscious life I was looking at myself in my human nakedness, without the support of revolutionary hopes, without the faith in a revolutionary future—without the sense of self-importance conferred by the role I would play in remaking the world. For the first time in my life I confronted myself as I really was in the endless march of human coming and going. I was nothing.”9


The crisis that followed this realization became a crucible of despair from which I was able to free myself only when I was able to replace the myths that had sustained me with other reasons to go on. But in Christopher’s account of his life, there is no such moment of crisis and no such self-encounter, despite the fact that the journey he describes would seem to have warranted both. The conclusion to be drawn from this void is that through all his surface changes, Christopher never felt a real subtraction from himself. At every stage of his career he was in his own eyes exactly what he had always been except more so. Each twist in the road presented an opportunity for the accretion of complexity, making an ever more intriguing spectacle  for his observers. As my colleague Peter Collier put it, “Christopher was an oyster always working on his own pearl.”

Even if there was no such dark night of the soul when Christopher decided to abandon his hostility to a nation he had long been at war with and to defend a symbol of the system he despised, such a night certainly took place much earlier, when as a young man fresh out of college he was climbing onto the wave of the revolutionary future. The life-changing event was the suicide of his mother, Yvonne, then still a young woman. She killed herself in a hotel room in Athens after making a pact with the clergyman she had run off with and taken as a lover. It was, Christopher concedes, a “lacerating, howling moment in my life.”10 He was all of twenty-four.

But in Christopher’s memoir there is no elaboration of how this trauma may have affected him, no indication of how so searing a loss and maternal betrayal may have impacted the double lives he pursued, the personal and political triangles he indulged, and the fracturing of commitments to comrades and friends that followed. It is left for the reader to speculate about these matters from a text that denies the very elements that are essential to the task.

Although Christopher was married twice and had other romantic attachments including a briefly mentioned affair with the sister of novelist Martin Amis, none really appear in the 400-page book he wrote about himself. Of Christopher’s first wife, a Greek Cypriot lawyer and the mother of his two oldest children, we are told nothing, not even her name. Carol, his second wife, is mentioned several times in passing, but we are never introduced to her and there are no descriptions to put flesh on the woman he shared the last decades of his life with, no attempt to convey how he actually felt toward her or for that matter toward marriage itself. Of his children he writes mainly to concede his guilt over his absence as a father.

But when it comes to Yvonne, whose chapter-length portrait opens the book, the texture is quite different and his feelings rise rapidly to the surface: “Yvonne then was the exotic and the sunlit when I could easily have had a boyhood of stern and dutiful English gray. She was the cream in the coffee, the gin in the Campari, the offer of wine or champagne instead of beer, the laugh in the face of bores and purse-mouths and skinflints, the insurance against bigots and prudes.” In a single sentence that closes his account of her life and death, he provides a glimpse of their influence on his own: “Her defeat and despair were also mine for a long time, but I have reason to know that she wanted me to withstand the woe, and when I once heard myself telling someone that she had allowed me a ‘second identity,’ I quickly checked myself and thought no, perhaps with luck she had represented my first and truest one.”11


His truest identity. At this point on the page a reader expects the author’s gaze to continue inward exploring the vein just opened. Instead, the text abruptly interrupts itself and presents the reader with a set piece under this cold heading: “A Coda on the Question of Self-Slaughter”—as though the author were writing about anyone but his mother. In the ensuing passage, the reflections are abstract and the tone that of an academic paper on the psychology and sociology of suicide as perceived in the writings of Emile Durkheim, A.A. Alvarez, and Sylvia Plath. The author tells the reader that this research reflects a quest he has pursued over “four decades,” revealing without actually conceding it, that the pain in fact did not go away. But why then engage in this pedantic distraction from the turmoil in his heart which tells us nothing about the trauma to his soul? Partly because he is the enemy of moist sentiments; but also because this gratuitous erudition is a squid’s ink to cover his decision not to use the hair pin his mother offers him, in her life and in her death, to pick his own  lock. As a memoirist, Hitchens was as sui generis as he was in other avenues of his life—not really wishing to be known by others or by himself.12


In his portrait of Yvonne, the son describes his mother as the power behind his future throne. “If there is going to be an upper class in this country,” she vows, “Christopher is going to be in it.”13 Despite the constraints of their circumstances, Yvonne sent Christopher to infiltrate England’s Protestant establishment, first at a posh private school the family could barely afford, and then to Balliol College Oxford to join the upper crust. Yvonne was in her own person a secret agent, a displaced Polish Jew who in marrying the Commander had infiltrated an alien, anti-Semitic culture, hiding her true identity from those closest to her in order to provide herself and her children opportunities they would otherwise have been denied.

How did this matrilineal romance and its tragic ending affect Christopher’s attitude toward the sunny tomorrows his comrades pursued? How did it color his optimism about the quest for social justice? (Where, he might have asked, was the justice for him? For Yvonne?) Christopher is silent. Of the anarchistic upheavals in France in 1968, he writes: “If you have never yourself had the experience of feeling that you are hooked to the great steam engine of history, then allow me to inform you that the conviction is a very intoxicating one.”14 What is the need of the individual soul for this intoxication? What was Christopher’s need? What happens when the engine and the feelings stop? Christopher makes no attempt to provide answers, nor does it seem likely that he even asked himself the questions.

All the while he was making his way through private schools and burrowing into the inner sanctums of the establishment, Christopher was simultaneously becoming a social rebel, taking the very skills those venerable institutions placed in his hands and putting them  into the service of the war a radical generation was waging against them. Yet, even his commitment to rebellion was only half-made, or not so much made as hedged: “I was slowly being inducted into a revolution within the revolution, or to a Left that was in and yet not of the ‘Left’ as it was generally understood. This perfectly suited my already-acquired and protective habit of keeping two sets of books.”15 Or of being a secret agent in a world he never allowed himself to fully assimilate to.

The leftist sect Christopher joined was actually more convoluted and insulated from normal accountabilities than his narrative suggests. It was a revolution within “the revolution within the revolution.” Trotskyism could be said to be a revolution within the revolution. But the International Socialists, whom Christopher joined, were a Trotskyist splinter consisting of a hundred or so members who were opposed not only to Stalinism but to the Trotskyist mainstream. They separated themselves from other Trotskyists (and from Trotsky himself) who attacked Stalinism but still defended the Soviet Union. Trotskyists who followed “the Old Man” regarded themselves as “Bolsheviks” and viewed Russia as a “deformed” socialist state. By contrast, Hitchens’ sect regarded the Soviet Union as having reverted to capitalism and therefore as having joined the enemy. This allowed the group to continue their attacks on the democracies of the West without having to defend “actually existing” socialism in Russia and make excuses for the totalitarian state their fellow Marxists had created.

How does Hitchens view this scholastically precious politics of his youth, or interpret its significance in his memoir? Typically, he doesn’t say. But there is another witness, a Hitchens foil so to speak, who provides a telling insight into this puzzle. Peter Hitchens is Christopher’s younger brother by two years but, like Christopher’s  wives, is virtually invisible in Christopher’s text, despite the fact that they followed similar political paths. Peter joined the same International Socialist sect in the same era and later came to have second thoughts. But unlike Christopher, Peter eventually became a religious conservative with no ambivalent attitudes towards his previous leftist commitments.

Peter’s commentary on Christopher’s Trotskyist sect is this: “The [mainstream Trotskyists] were more honest than we were. Ours was the extreme version of pretending that the USSR was not the fault of socialists, or even of Bolsheviks (which we wished to be). Of course it was their fault, the fault of people exactly like us, but we closed our minds to this with a web of excuses. We pretended not to be who we were, and that the USSR was not what it was.”16


Christopher does not acknowledge that he pretended not to be who he was, and expresses no such second thoughts. On the contrary, his text is rich in late attitudes that are strikingly consistent with the views he held as a youth. “Where it was easy to do so,” brother Peter writes of the International Socialists, “we supported causes—the National Liberation Front in Vietnam in particular—whose objects were to extend Soviet power.”17 The fact that the Vietnamese Communists, whom the New Left idolized, were minions of the totalitarian empire that Stalin had built was one of the realizations that turned Peter Collier and myself to second thoughts. When America quit the field of battle in Vietnam under pressure from the anti-war left, and the Communists proceeded to slaughter millions of innocents without protest from that left, we recoiled in horror at what our campaigns had made possible, and what those commitments proved to be, and we said goodbye to all that.

Not so Christopher, who remains loyal in his memoir to the “anti-war” positions he held at the time, regarding the Communists as  liberators and the Americans who opposed them as oppressor villains: “The United States was conducting an imperialist war in Indo-China, and a holding action against the insistent demands of its own long-oppressed black minority at home.”18 These are troublingly deceitful remarks. What holding action would Christopher be referring to? The American civil rights movement was supported by the entire nation outside the Deep South, including the White Houses of both Kennedy and the southerner Lyndon Johnson. What America was resisting the insistent demands of the black minority at home? And what imperialist war could he be thinking of? The one bruited in a famous malapropism of Jane Fonda, who claimed that America was in Vietnam for the “tung and the tinsten”? Or is Christopher ventriloquizing Ho Chi Minh Speak and claiming that Americans wanted to replace the French as colonial masters of Indo-China?

Writing of his own participation in a “vast demonstration” against the war, which took place in front of the American Embassy in London, Christopher recalls “the way in which my throat and heart seemed to swell as the police were temporarily driven back and the advancing allies of the Vietnamese began to sing ‘We Shall Overcome.’” He then pats himself on the back: “I added to my police record for arrests, of all of which I am still reasonably proud.”19 But why would he be proud of his arrest in a demonstration supporting the Communist conquerors of Cambodia and South Vietnam? Christopher’s anti-war comrades, the International Socialists among them, were not “allies of the Vietnamese,” as Christopher writes, but allies of the Vietnamese Communists, as brother Peter points out, and therefore of the Soviet empire behind them. What these leftists and their Communist heroes actually achieved in Indo-China was one of the worst genocides in history and a long totalitarian night for the Cambodians and the Vietnamese.

To have remained an unreconstructed New Leftist into the twenty-first century was a particularly problematic failing for a man whose model was George Orwell and whose political persona was consciously framed by a perceived moral authority. In a statement that amounts to a one-sentence credo, Christopher writes in his memoir: “The synthesis for which one aimed was the Orwellian one of evolving a consistent and integral anti-totalitarianism.”20 But apparently not for the Cambodians and Vietnamese.

Loyalty to bad commitments leads to moral incoherence, a syndrome that manifests itself in Christopher’s choices of friends and enemies. The epic struggle against totalitarianism for much of the twentieth century was America’s Cold War against the Soviet empire. But during the last decades of this conflict, Christopher’s platform was the Nation magazine—America’s leading journal of the “anti-anti Communist left”—the fellow-traveling left of apologists for the Communists’ crimes, the very people whom Trotsky had referred to as “frontier guards” for the Soviet empire. Although Christopher expressed intermittent internal dissents from this orthodoxy, he remained in his own words a “comrade” of these enablers of the totalitarian cause.

Right to the end, Christopher’s political friends were still generously drawn from the Nation editorial board and the English Marxists grouped around the New Left Review whom he gushingly refers to in an endnote to his memoir as “heroes and heroines of the ‘first draft’ and of the work in progress.”21 Among these heroes are the aforementioned Victor Navasky, defender of Alger Hiss; Robin Blackburn, a Castro acolyte; and Perry Anderson, an anti-American Marxist who regarded both the 9/11 attacks and the war in Iraq as by-products of the “Israel Lobby’s” stranglehold on American policy. 22 Although Christopher socialized and shared political sentiments  with a number of conservatives, including myself, there was not a single conservative I was able to identify on this list of political intimates and trusted readers.

As a self-conceived revolutionist within the revolution, Christopher maintained his contrarian ways and kept his double books, avoiding a record as regrettable as his abiding loyalties might have led one to expect. But the record was bad enough. My own experience of Christopher’s malodorous service during the Cold War was his presence on a media firing squad that came to our Second Thoughts Conference with the intention of stigmatizing and discrediting the small band we had gathered to announce our revulsion at the slaughter of innocents in Indo-China and our rejection of the destructive commitments our socialist colleagues had made.

Two years later, Christopher attacked me venomously over the account Peter Collier and I had recently published about our second thoughts, which we called Destructive Generation. The opportunity was provided when Lewis Lapham, the leftwing host of a PBS show called “Book Notes,” invited me to discuss our book on his show and also invited Christopher to comment on what we had written. Christopher singled out a passage in which I had described a small memorial service held for my father in my mother’s house. I had written of my distress at the totalitarian overtones of the service, which I felt erased my father’s individual memory, making him a symbol of the “struggle” instead. His progressive friends and comrades who gathered for the occasion and who had known him all his life eulogized him as a servant of their political cause but couldn’t remember a single aspect of the flesh and blood person he had been. Christopher’s comment on this was: “Who cares about his pathetic family?”

Christopher had come to Lapham’s studio accompanied by his friend David Rieff, the writer Susan Sontag’s son, who lay in ambush  for me in the green room for an alleged slight to his mother. I greeted him warmly, not suspecting that he was about to spit at me in a revenge moment the two had arranged. The attack was inspired by a passage in our book, where Collier and I noted the way Sontag trimmed her sails after her famously telling remark that communism was “fascism with a human face,” when she allowed the book she had written fulsomely praising the North Vietnamese police state to be republished without revision.23 I hold no grudge against Hitchens or Rieff for the incident, but it remains a sharp reminder of how fiercely partisan Christopher could be in behalf of an indefensible cause.24


A striking elision in Christopher’s backward look—particularly for a Trostkyist who regarded the Soviet Union as an enemy—is his failure to note, except in passing, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the defeat of the totalitarian empire. Equally striking is the fact that to the extent that Christopher mentions the anti-Communist struggle of the Cold War at all, his heroes are East European Marxists like Adam Michnik and Jacek Kuron, admirable figures whose second thoughts about communism led them to participate in the democratic struggle against the Soviet state. But contrast this with Christopher’s view of the conservatives who led the anti-Communist struggle for nearly four decades. Of Ronald Reagan, the free world leader who actually wielded the power that made the “velvet revolutions” of the Michniks and Kurons possible—or even thinkable—Christopher has this to say: “Even now, when I squint back at him through the more roseate lens of his compromise with Gorbachev, I can easily remember . . . exactly why I found him so rebarbative at the time.”25 Rebarbative: adj., repellent, unattractive, forbidding, grim.

And what, exactly, might Christopher have had in mind in referring to Reagan’s “compromise” with Gorbachev? Could he have been suggesting that Gorbachev agreed not to send the Red Army to  rebuild the Berlin Wall and crush the Eastern European revolt in exchange for Reagan’s agreement not to invade Eastern Europe or the Soviet Union? Can he have actually believed this?

Possibly. For Christopher’s text is not finished with Reagan: “There was, first, his appallingly facile manner as a liar”; “he was married to a woman who employed a White House astrologer”; “ [he] was frequently photographed in the company of ‘end-times’ Protestant fundamentalists . . . ” and so ad nauseam on .26 Christopher actually sanitized this litany from its original appearance in the malicious obituary he wrote when Reagan died in 2004, and from which much of the attack in his memoir is cribbed: “I only saw him once up close, which happened to be when he got a question he didn’t like.... The famously genial grin turned into a rictus of senile fury: I was looking at a cruel and stupid lizard.”27 This was how Christopher summed up a man who liberated hundreds of millions of victims of totalitarianism and who is revered throughout the former Soviet empire as a hero for this service to the cause of freedom. An Orwellian synthesis of “consistent and integral anti-totalitarianism” indeed.

Contrast this contemptuous performance with Christopher’s enduring sympathies for his long-admired but eventually discarded friend Noam Chomsky, a man who spent the Cold War years denying the Cambodian holocaust, promoting a denier of the Jewish Holocaust, and comparing America—unfavorably—to the Third Reich. When Chomsky’s extreme views came under attack from other leftists, Christopher actually defended him in a regrettable article that attempted to explain away Chomsky’s apologetics for the Cambodian genocide. Christopher called his piece, “The Chorus and Cassandra,” as though Chomsky—one of the most cited intellectuals in the academic world—was a prophet of truth to whom no one would listen.28


Eventually the two fell out over Chomsky’s justification of the 9/11 Islamic attack on the World Trade Center and his opposition to America’s military rescue of Muslims in Bosnia. But in his memoir, written nearly ten years later, Christopher still managed to find Chomsky “a polemical talent well-worth mourning, and [a man with] a feeling for justice that ought not to have gone rancid and resentful.” 29 As a leftist who had a similar falling out with Chomsky twenty years earlier over his insistence that America was no better than Russia and that Pravda was a “mirror image” of the New York Times, I can testify that Chomsky’s feelings were rancid and resentful long before 9/11, and his commitment to justice was nil.30


A similar myopia draws a cloud over Christopher’s otherwise admirable defenses of First Amendment freedoms. His long and courageous battle in behalf of Salman Rushdie after the Ayatollah Khomeini had issued a fatwa calling for his murder is one of several memorable passages in Hitch-22 and a pivotal episode in the evolution of Christopher’s current beliefs. The Rushdie case was, he writes, “a matter of everything I hated versus everything I loved. In the hate column: dictatorship, religion, stupidity, demagogy, censorship, bullying and intimidation. In the love column: literature, irony, humor, the individual and the defense of free expression.”31


But in the next breath Christopher fawns over the late Jessica Mitford, a Communist hack who spent her life supporting dictatorships, stupidity, demagogy, bullying, intimidation, and censorship, and calls her one of his “heroines.” As it happens, this hypocrisy in Christopher’s text has a resonance for me personally. When Peter Collier and I were still leftists, we wrote an article about murders that had been committed by George Jackson and other Black Panthers, who to this day are regarded as progressive heroes. Leftists who were aware of these crimes suppressed the knowledge and withheld the  facts in the name of a higher political truth. Peter and I published our article in the journal of a progressive writers’ guild and did so at some personal risk, since members of the political gangs responsible for the murders were still active.
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