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“Those who can give up essential liberty to obtain a little temporary safety, deserve neither liberty nor safety.”

—Benjamin Franklin, notes for
a proposition in the Pennsylvania
Assembly, 1755

“A man who has nothing which he is willing to fight for, nothing which he cares more about than he does about his personal safety, is a miserable creature who has no chance of being free, unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself.”

—John Stuart Mill, “The Contest
in America,” 1862

“In a democracy, no man’s dignity is inviolate, and anyone’s pretensions may be mocked.”

—Adam Bellow, In Praise of
Nepotism

“America did not teach men the idea of freedom; she taught men how to practice it.”

—Nicolas Sarkozy, in a speech
to the U.S. Congress, November
2007

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

—First Amendment, United
States Constitution

“Fight those who do not believe in Allah, nor in the latter day, nor do they prohibit what Allah and His Apostle have prohibited, nor follow the religion of truth, out of those who have been given the Book, until they pay the tax in acknowledgment of superiority and they are in a state of subjection.”

—The Koran, Sura 9.29

“We fell morally ill because we became used to saying something different from what we thought.”

—Václav Havel, recalling life
under Communism in his first
New Year’s address as president
of Czechoslovakia, 1990

“Stop self-censoring.”

—Ayaan Hirsi Ali to National
Press Club, 2007
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I
“Send him to hell”

We in the West are living in the midst of a jihad, and most of us don’t even realize it—because it’s a brand of jihad that’s barely a generation old.

Islam divides the world into two parts. The part governed by sharia, or Islamic law, is called the Dar al-Islam, or House of Submission. Everything else is the Dar al-Harb, or House of War. It’s called the House of War because it, too, according to the Koran, is destined to be governed by sharia, and it will take war—holy war, jihad—to bring it into the House of Submission.

Jihad began with Muhammed himself. When he was born, the lands that today make up the Arab world were populated mostly by Christians and Jews; within a century after his death, those areas’ inhabitants had been killed, driven away, subjugated to Islam as members of the underclass known as dhimmis, or converted to the Religion of Peace at the point of a sword. The Crusades of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries were not wars of conquest by Europeans but attempts to take back what had once been Christian territory. America’s very first foreign conflict after the Revolutionary War was with the Barbary pirates, who, sponsored by the Muslim governments of North Africa—just as terrorist groups today enjoy the sponsorship of countries like Libya, Iran, and Syria—had for generations been preying on European ships and selling their crews and passengers into slavery. (Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, over one million Europeans—including people like Cervantes, Saint Vincent de Paul, and French playwright Jean François Regnard—became chattel in North Africa, a minor detail that rarely makes it into Western history textbooks, perhaps because it would compel textbook writers to accord jihad a major role in their narratives of Western history.)

In 1786, John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, then the U.S. ambassadors to Britain and France respectively, met in London with the Tripolitanian envoy to Britain and asked him why his pirates were preying on American ships; he explained, as Adams and Jefferson reported afterward to the Continental Congress, that the pirates’ actions were


founded on the Laws of their Prophet, that it was written in their Koran, that all nations who should not have acknowledged their authority were sinners, that it was their right and duty to make war upon them wherever they could be found, and to make slaves of all they could take as Prisoners, and that every Musselman who should be slain in Battle was sure to go to Paradise.



In their own eyes, in short, as well as in the eyes of the Muslim governments of the day, the Barbary pirates were engaged not in criminality but in jihad (or, more specifically, al-jihad fil-bahr, “the holy war at sea”). For a time the young United States of America joined European governments in shelling out “tribute” to the pirates—that is, paying them off—to keep them from plundering ships and enslaving sailors. But once America had built up seagoing forces that were up to the job, it sent in the Navy and Marines to put an end to this brigandage in what became known as the First and Second Barbary Wars (1801–05, 1815)—thus the line in the Marine Corps hymn about “the shores of Tripoli.” (These wars, too, fail to merit a mention in many American history textbooks.)

After their defeat in the Barbary Wars, the pirates left U.S. vessels alone. But the spirit of jihad, like a hardy virus, survived—quiescent, yet lethal—only to manifest itself, in later generations, in different forms. Today, piracy; tomorrow, terrorism.

In the late 1980s, a brand-new mutation of the virus appeared. The news came, most famously, in the form of an announcement made on Valentine’s Day 1989 by the Grand Ayatollah Seyyed Ruhollah Khomeini. Khomeini, who in 1979 had succeeded the overthrown Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi as Iran’s supreme leader (thereby earning a nod as Time’s Man of the Year) and promptly subjected that country to sharia, was a mufti—an Islamic scholar who is qualified under sharia law to issue a fatwa, an authoritative opinion that settles a question of faith. In this case the question was whether the British-Indian novelist Salman Rushdie should be killed for having insulted Islam in his recently published novel The Satanic Verses. Khomeini’s answer? Iranians heard it over the radio: “I inform the proud Muslim people of the world that the author of The Satanic Verses book, which is against Islam, the Prophet and the Koran, and all those involved in its publication who are aware of its content are sentenced to death. I ask all the Muslims to execute them wherever they find them.” Days later, Iran officially put a bounty on Rushdie’s head. The author went into hiding. He has been guarded day and night by British police ever since.

Nothing quite like this, it’s safe to say, had ever happened before.

Khomeini’s fatwa reflected the recognition that jihad’s proper targets don’t just include Western vessels and buildings. They also, and more fundamentally, include Western freedoms—above all, the foundational freedom: freedom of speech. What has emerged from this recognition is a new phase of jihad whose advantages include not requiring jihadists to engage in combat to the death but only in such low-risk activities as the writing of letters of complaint to government officials, participating in “intercultural dialogue,” and the occasional rally, march, riot, flag-burning, or act of embassy vandalism. Not only do the participants in this modern brand of jihad take virtually no chances (there is little likelihood of arrest and even less of conviction), but they also enjoy the assistance of non-Muslims who, when not supporting these New Age jihadists out of a misguided sense of sympathy or outright fear, are motivated by ideology—namely, the pernicious doctrine of multiculturalism, which teaches free people to belittle their own liberties while bending their knees to tyrants, and which, as we shall see, has proven to be so useful to the new brand of cultural jihadists that it might have been invented by Osama bin Laden himself.

In Khomeini’s singling out of Rushdie, there was no little amount of irony. A son of Muslims, Rushdie was born in Bombay (now Mumbai) and educated at Cambridge. More to the point, though he resided in Britain and lived essentially as an Englishman, he was no knee-jerk critic of Islam or defender of the West. Far from it: at the time of Khomeini’s fatwa, Rushdie’s politics could be fairly described as more or less standard-issue British literary intellectual leftism. “It was ironic,” the Islam expert Martin Kramer has noted, “that Rushdie, a postcolonial literary icon of impeccable left-wing credentials, should have been made by some Muslims into the very personification of orientalist hostility to Islam.” Indeed, Rushdie had opposed the Shah and supported the Islamist revolution that brought Khomeini to power. Anyone familiar with his books at the time of the fatwa would have said that he harbored considerably less animosity toward Islam, radical or otherwise, than toward America and Britain, which he tended to identify not so much with freedom and human rights as with colonialism and imperialism. He was particularly hostile to Britain’s then prime minister, Margaret Thatcher—upon whose government’s protection, after the fatwa, his well-being entirely depended. (Rushdie’s positions on Western values and Islamic revolution, to be sure, would shift somewhat as a result of his post-fatwa experiences.)

The Satanic Verses was Rushdie’s fourth novel. Its title was taken from the commonly used name for certain passages that had supposedly been inserted into the Koran at an early date and later declared inauthentic and removed. Long, muddled, often surrealistic, and consistently overheated, the novel (which, like most of Rushdie’s fiction, I personally find all but unreadable) was meant to be understood as a reflection on the experience of South Asian immigrants in the West. As Michiko Kakutani wrote in her New York Times review, it “deals only incidentally with Islam.” Yet Khomeini and others managed to convince the Muslim world otherwise.

Khomeini was the most powerful person to charge Rushdie with blasphemy, but he wasn’t the first. Three months before the fatwa, in October 1988, the New York Times ran an article about India’s ban on The Satanic Verses, and published an open letter from Rushdie to that country’s prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, charging that the prohibition was meant to mollify “two or three Muslim politicians” who hadn’t even read the book. Yet Khomeini’s fatwa was the decisive act, persuading Muslims worldwide that killing Salman Rushdie would be a holy act of jihad. The Union of Islamic Students’ Associations in Europe, for example, declared its solidarity with the ayatollah. Mellow-voiced pop singer Cat Stevens, who had converted to Islam and changed his name to Yusuf Islam, said that if Rushdie turned up at his door, he’d call Khomeini personally “and tell him exactly where this man is.” British Muslim leader Iqbal Sacranie, who would later be awarded a knighthood, said of Rushdie: “Death, perhaps, is a bit too easy for him … his mind must be tormented for the rest of his life unless he asks for forgiveness to [sic] Almighty Allah.” On May 27, 1989, Rushdie was burned in effigy at a gathering of at least fifteen thousand Muslims in London.

The Satanic Verses was banned in India, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Sudan, South Africa, Kenya, Thailand, Tanzania, Singapore, and even Venezuela, but not in any North American or European countries. There were those in the West, however—some of them in positions of enormous influence—who would doubtless have forbidden its sale if they had the power to do so. When asked about the fatwa, for example, former president Jimmy Carter didn’t call for greater Muslim sensitivity to other people’s freedom of speech but for greater Western sensitivity to Muslim feelings. Conservative British politician Norman Tebbit accused Rushdie of betraying “his upbringing, religion, adopted home and nationality.” Both Tory Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and Labor leader Neil Kinnock waited a week before finally criticizing the fatwa. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, proposed that Britain’s long-dormant blasphemy laws be extended to cover Islam. (As we shall see, Archbishops of Canterbury have become a lot more conciliatory since the day of Thomas Becket.)

One of America’s then largest bookstore chains, B. Dalton, decided not to stock The Satanic Verses for security reasons. Other bookstores also declined to carry it, and still others had copies on hand but kept them out of sight. Several booksellers in both the United States and Britain were bombed, and dozens if not hundreds of others were threatened with bombing. Over the years, moreover, there were several attempts to kill Rushdie. But he survived. Others involved in his book’s publication were less fortunate. In a single month, July 1991, the Italian translator of The Satanic Verses was attacked, beaten, and stabbed, and Hitoshi Igarashi, its Japanese translator, was murdered. Two years later, William Nygaard, Rushdie’s Norwegian publisher, was shot several times outside his home in Oslo; though left for dead, he pulled through (and, bizarrely, lived to publish, in 2004, the memoirs of terrorist leader Mullah Krekar, for whom he threw a festive garden party). In 1989, twelve people died in a Bombay riot protesting Rushdie’s book; in 1993, a fire set at a literary festival attended by Rushdie’s Turkish translator claimed thirty-seven lives. (The translator survived.)

Rushdie tried to talk his way out of the fatwa, issuing a statement of regret in hopes that the death sentence would be withdrawn. No such luck. The ayatollah replied in highly unambiguous terms: “Even if Salman Rushdie repents and becomes the most pious man of all time, it is incumbent on every Muslim to employ everything he has got, his life and wealth, to send him to Hell.”

Rushdie gave it another try in 1990, when he publicly reaffirmed his Muslim faith and called on his publishers not to issue a paperback edition of The Satanic Verses or to license translations of it. But it was to no avail: the fatwa remained in place. (Rushdie would later express regret for having crawled to Khomeini in this fashion.)

How did Rushdie’s fellow writers respond to the fatwa? In various ways. His old Cambridge classmate Germaine Greer’s reaction was to call him “a megalomaniac” and to say, rather cryptically, “I refuse to sign petitions for that book of his, which was about his own troubles.” Historian Hugh Trevor-Roper, in a statement that foreshadowed the despicable reactions of many intellectuals and academics to neo-jihadist pressures and threats, said he “would not shed a tear if some British Muslims, deploring Mr. Rushdie’s manners, were to waylay him in a dark street and seek to improve them.” Other writers proclaimed their solidarity with Rushdie—though many stayed silent, and most of those who spoke up took a while to do so. Among those whose declarations of support for the novelist were particularly courageous—given that they lived in predominantly Muslim countries—were Nobel Prize winners Naguib Mahfouz of Egypt and Wole Soyinka of Nigeria. In New York, leading authors on both the political left and right—from Susan Sontag and E. L. Doctorow to Diana Trilling and Norman Podhoretz—came together at a public meeting to voice their solidarity with Rushdie. One of these authors was Leon Wieseltier, who, in acknowledging Rushdie’s often caustic attacks on the West, noted that “in an open society, you defend even people who criticize that society.” Richard Bernstein, in a New York Times article about the meeting, concluded that “the overwhelming consequence of the Khomeini death threat” had been “a clear solidifying of the writers’ ranks, a refusal to be cowed.”

Yet by whom or what were these writers refusing to be cowed? To read contemporaneous news articles and opinion pieces about the Rushdie case in the Western press is to notice that Islam itself is almost always strangely marginal. Though everybody understood, to be sure, that this brouhaha was in some fundamental sense all about religion, there seemed nonetheless to be an unspoken assumption that Khomeini’s fatwa was a freakish departure from the usual order of things, even in the Muslim world. People talked about it as if it could be explained entirely by Khomeini’s quirky personality and, perhaps, by the seemingly unique degree of fanaticism that was gripping Iran at that particular historical moment. That the fatwa might, alternatively, be understood as illuminating the eternal nature of Islam itself—and the attitudes toward freedom, especially freedom of speech, that are inextricable from the religion’s theological essentials—was a possibility on which few prominent Western commentators chose to focus. In retrospect, indeed, it seems a bit strange: during the years preceding the fatwa, the West had been through the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the 1972 Munich Olympics massacre, Iran’s Islamic revolution of 1978–79 and hostage crisis of 1979–81, the Iran-Iraq War of 1980–88, and such atrocities as the 1985 murder of the elderly American tourist Leon Klinghoffer by Palestinian terrorists who dumped him and his wheelchair off the deck of a cruise ship, the Achille Lauro, into the Mediterranean. All these events had kept the Muslim world in the headlines for years—yet none of them had led Westerners, in meaningful numbers, to consider it necessary to educate themselves in any serious way about Islam. Even most of us who regarded ourselves as relatively well-informed about history and current events didn’t yet grasp how profoundly different the Islamic worldview was from that of the secular West, or imagine how important it would soon be for us—for the sake of our own civilization—to understand that worldview, its religious foundations, and its long-term implications.

Certainly the U.S. media had done little or nothing to contribute to this understanding. On the contrary, when Khomeini had returned to Iran in 1979 to impose his tyranny, American journalists had treated him as a returning hero. Farshad Kholghi, a Bahai who in his childhood left Iraq with his family to escape Khomeini’s oppression of non-Muslims, later recalled that the foreign reporters he watched on TV at the time had viewed the ayatollah “as a spiritual rallying point, a full-bearded Gandhi figure.” When confronted with the Rushdie fatwa, then, few of us in the West were equipped with the tools that might help us to even begin to conceive of the kind of thinking that went on in millions of Muslim minds when they encountered a text like The Satanic Verses. Westerners accustomed to a public square awash in criticism and parody, even of religion—and accustomed, too, to the idea that such criticism and parody is entirely protected by freedom of speech, even if you or I might consider this lowbrow movie or that late-night TV skit to be in poor taste—could hardly imagine a mindset that rejected outright the legitimacy of criticism of religion and the very concept of free speech.

I must confess that I was one of those who at the time didn’t quite see what the Rushdie fatwa might portend. And I had less excuse than most. Though I was a full-time literary critic who had ample opportunity to write about any book-related topic I might care to address, I didn’t publish a word about the Rushdie case, and I don’t remember giving a moment’s consideration to doing so. All these years later, I recall feeling only that the key facts of the matter were so blindingly obvious that they hardly needed to be articulated—namely, that free speech is free speech; that to sentence somebody to death for writing anything whatsoever is sheer barbarism; that no remotely civilized person could view such an act with anything other than utter contempt; and that no writer or publisher or bookseller should ever give in to such bullying. Even to have to say these things seemed ridiculous—embarrassing, somehow. In any event, it then appeared to me, as it did to millions of others, that the whole business couldn’t possibly have any long-term significance. The fatwa was a singular case, a freak incident. Certainly the future of Western civilization, this strong and remarkable edifice built upon generations of hard-won advances in the rights of man, was not a future of absurd fatwas by bloodthirsty old men! If anyone had suggested that, in coming years, Westerners would become accustomed to death threats founded upon claims that Islam’s honor had been offended or its adherents’ feelings hurt—and that leading Western media would let their editorial decisions be influenced by such threats or the possibility thereof—few, surely, would have believed it.

But we were mistaken. In fact the Rushdie fatwa marked the beginning of a new era of pressure and intimidation designed to bring down Western freedom of speech—and, with it, freedom generally. It was a terrible development, and the most terrible thing about it was that it was, whether by accident or design, exquisitely well-timed.

For the West had changed.


II
From Mill to Multiculturalism

People in the Western world were not always free. The right to think for oneself, to believe in anything or nothing, to publish one’s thoughts, to criticize, to mock, to speak truth to power and say that the emperor has no clothes—all this developed over time and in some cases was taken away violently and then recovered through bitter, protracted struggle. The West’s long, uneven progress from medieval serfdom to modern freedom involved untold sacrifice and generations of subtle alterations in people’s understanding of what their place, and rights, in the world were. This is something that any minimally educated person knows, but it is also something that can be easy to lose sight of on a day-to-day basis. It is easy to fall into the habit of thinking that the way things are now is the way things always have been—or, perhaps, the way things were always meant to be. Yet it is vital for free people to remember that the freedoms to which they are accustomed are a precious heritage, a gift that most of our forebears could hardly have imagined and that some of them fought and died for. One of the things that those of us who have inherited this legacy of freedom can easily forget is that freedom is the single most vital prerequisite for a dignified human existence. This is perhaps especially true of the First Freedom—the freedom of all freedoms, the freedom from which all other freedoms flow, the freedom without which other freedoms are scarcely conceivable. I am referring to freedom of speech. Freedom of speech has rarely been anything close to a complete reality in any human society—on the contrary, throughout all but a tiny fraction of recorded human history, in most places on earth, speech has been severely restricted and violation of those restrictions has been brutally punished. Even in those times and places when genuine freedom of speech has been a reality, it has never gone entirely unchallenged.

Although we tend to generalize about “the West,” moreover, one fact that is drastically underappreciated by people in the English-speaking countries is that they are in fact heirs to a considerably more liberal tradition of freedom, including freedom of speech, than are those in countries on the European continent. And among the English-speaking countries, America stands out above all the others for the degree of freedom of speech that its people enjoy, thanks to the First Amendment to the United States Constitution. That Constitution was the culmination of a series of landmark legal documents that gradually reduced royal power in England and expanded the rights of the individual. This process began, to be sure, not with rights for the whole people—most of whom, at the time, were peasants whose identities were denned by their subordination to God and the Pope, and to their respective kings and feudal lords—but with rights for nobles and church officials. For example, in the Charter of Liberties, proclaimed in 1100, King Henry I agreed to limit certain of his powers over his barons and churchmen. In 1215 King John, facing rebellion by his barons, felt compelled to sign the first version of Magna Carta (“Great Charter”), in which he acknowledged that his powers were not absolute and granted his subjects, among other things, the right not to be imprisoned without being charged (“habeas corpus”). Many basic rights that we take for granted today—including the right to a fair trial before a judge—originated in one or another of the various versions of Magna Carta that were issued over the course of the thirteenth century. Promulgated at a time when all power lay in the hands of the king, aristocracy, and church, and when there was not yet such a thing as a national legislature (Parliament was established later in the thirteenth century), Magna Carta is a crucial document in the history of the development of the English-speaking peoples’ rights. At first intended to protect the rights of nobles, it was later interpreted to apply to all subjects.

Over the centuries, Magna Carta was supplemented by such documents as the 1627 Petition of Right, in which Parliament accused King Charles I of ordering arbitrary arrests, overriding property rights, and imposing martial law; the Habeas Corpus Act of 1679, which strengthened habeas corpus rights; and the 1689 English Bill of Rights, which limited the monarch’s powers to tax or to judge, affirmed the people’s right to bear arms and elect representatives to Parliament, and ensured those representatives’ freedom of speech. To a remarkable extent, the history of British governance is (with only a couple of major setbacks) an account of a gradual increase in the rights of the individual and a gradual decline in the power of the state to punish individuals arbitrarily and unjustly—in other words, a steady climb from medieval feudalism to modern civil society. The most significant advances in individual liberty came during the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, whose leading figures—among them Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in France, Baruch de Spinoza in the Netherlands, and Edmund Burke and David Hume in Britain—wrote great works that helped reshape European consciousness in such a way that ordinary people gradually came to think of themselves less as powerless subjects of divinely ordained sovereigns and more as their rulers’ natural equals. Mindless submission to the unquestioned tyranny of popes, prelates, monarchs, and nobles gave way to the rights of man; acceptance of traditional teachings and superstitions regarding the nature of man and his world yielded to reason, logic, and the scientific method. It was in this era of new insight into, understanding of, and respect for individual rights and the individual conscience that America’s Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and Bill of Rights were created. The timing has proven to be an extraordinary blessing for later generations of Americans, as well as for the entire free world, which now is governed in accordance with ideas fermented during that period. Those ideas were further developed by others, notably John Stuart Mill, who in his 1859 book On Liberty asserted that “over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign.” Unless a human being has the freedom to think for himself and speak his mind, the freedom to make his own life choices and to form and enjoy his own tastes, and the freedom to associate with others, Mill asserted, he cannot be called truly free; the only legitimate justification for limiting his freedom, moreover, is to prevent him from harming others. To us, such truths are self-evident, but this is only because the ideas of people like Mill shaped the world we live in and the way we think about it. It was Mill who introduced the notion of “the tyranny of the majority”; his emphasis throughout his writings was on the inviolable dignity, rights, and happiness of the individual.

Like the English, Americans have experienced a relatively steady growth in individual rights over the course of their history—from abolition to women’s suffrage to the civil-rights developments of the 1950s and afterward. Though the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution supposedly secured free-speech rights, certain limitations were for a long time placed on the publication of works that were deemed obscene; in the Republic’s early days, President John Adams signed into law the patently unconstitutional Sedition Act, under which journalists critical of him and his administration were arrested; during the Civil War, President Lincoln suspended habeas corpus; there was also a significant blip during World War I, when the Wilson administration cracked down on critics of the war to an extent, and with a brutality, that Americans have not experienced before or since. (This is yet another part of American history that schoolbooks often drop down the memory hole, probably because it doesn’t fit in with the image of Wilson as liberal hero.) But for the most part, no non-English-speaking country can boast of freedoms that have advanced so reliably over such a long period. (Since the first French Revolution in 1789, for example, France has undergone tumult after tumult—five republics, two empires, one kingdom, plus the wartime Nazi occupation and Vichy dictatorship—in which the rights of citizens have been guaranteed, rescinded, recovered, and rescinded again.) For Americans, the golden age of freedom of speech began around the middle of the last century; during this period, we have enjoyed a right to express ourselves that is, it seems safe to say, more extensive than any other people in the history of civilization has ever known. Is there a problem with having so much freedom for so long? Yes, a big one: complacency—the danger of taking it for granted as the natural order of things. As Mark Lilla noted in a widely discussed article in the New York Times Magazine in August 2007, our freedom is a freak exception to the history of mankind. But Lilla went on to suggest—wrongly—that this fact justifies sacrificing that freedom in order to pacify jihadists; on the contrary, this fact should only enhance our appreciation for that freedom and our readiness to defend it.

Among the restrictions placed on freedom during World War I was the Espionage Act of 1917, which made it a crime to criticize the U.S. government. Adjudicating the 1919 case of Abrams v. United States, the Supreme Court ruled this law constitutional by a vote of seven to two. One of the two nay votes was cast by Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., who wrote the following in his dissent:


Persecution for the expression of opinions seems to me perfectly logical. If you have no doubt of your premises or your power and want a certain result with all your heart you naturally express your wishes in law and sweep away all opposition. To allow opposition by speech seems to indicate that you think the speech impotent … or that you do not care wholeheartedly for the result, or that you doubt either your power or your premises. But when men have realized that time has upset many fighting faiths, they may come to believe even more than they believe the very foundations of their own conduct that the ultimate good desired is better reached by free trade in ideas—that the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market, and that truth is the only ground upon which their wishes safely can be carried out. That at any rate is the theory of our Constitution. It is an experiment, as all life is an experiment. Every year if not every day we have to wager our salvation upon some prophecy based upon imperfect knowledge. While that experiment is part of our system I think that we should be eternally vigilant against attempts to check the expression of opinions that we loathe and believe to be fraught with death, unless they so imminently threaten immediate interference with the lawful and pressing purposes of the law that an immediate check is required to save the country.



With this dissent, Holmes introduced the concept of a free society as a “marketplace of ideas” and the principle that only speech that represents a “clear and present danger” to life and limb should be prohibited. It is America’s dedication to the degree of openness Holmes espoused that has made it unique among the world’s nations. Historically, Americans of all political stripes have tended to be intuitive supporters of free speech; this support is part and parcel of the American regard for the autonomy, rights, and conscience of the human individual. Indeed, it’s hard to imagine America—with its emphasis on initiative, inventiveness, and independence of mind—without free speech.

To be sure, America has never been—and no country ever was—quite the shining “city on a hill” that Massachusetts Bay governor John Winthrop envisioned in his famous 1630 sermon. The fact that the land of the free kept millions in servitude until the mid-nineteenth century and oppressed their descendants for generations after that testifies sufficiently to the contrary. Yet what’s distinctive about the story of American slavery isn’t the slavery itself (which, of course, has been a fact of life throughout human history, and still exists in some Muslim countries) but the willingness of hundreds of thousands of Union soldiers to give their lives to liberate strangers from bondage. If slave-holding was a betrayal of America’s founding values, the movement to free them, which culminated in the Civil War, was an expression of those values. Indeed, it was because America’s founding ideals were so deeply rooted in its people’s hearts and minds that Americans, over the generations, when compelled to examine lingering deficits of liberty in their society, or to defend or restore the liberty of people living far beyond their borders, ultimately responded by taking actions that served freedom’s cause.

Another important factor in this equation is that America is the land of immigrants. Over the generations, it has welcomed extraordinarily large numbers of new Americans, first mostly from the British Isles, then northern Europe, then southern and Eastern Europe, then the world. This process—whereby Americans’ sense of what kind of person could be one of them expanded over time, eventually including everybody—proved to be a boon not only for the immigrants themselves but also for America, because it steadily reinforced and deepened the shared understanding that in America, national identity had no connection with ethnicity. What bound Americans each to each was not ties of kinship but a common devotion to freedom; even as Europeans were persuaded, in one modern-day instance after another, to put their lives and fates in the hands of totalitarians with big promises—from the guillotine-masters of the French Revolution to Lenin and Hitler and Mussolini and Franco—most Americans, through most of the Republic’s history, understood in their bones that no collectivist ideology, no European-born ism (however admired by some American intellectuals), and no bond rooted solely in ethnicity could be an improvement upon Americans’ strong, simple commitment to individual liberty. This commitment served Americans well for generations. It’s the main reason why a group of colonies on the margins of the known world became the strongest, richest, and freest nation ever.

Yet as America moved into the final third of the twentieth century, something dramatic—and dangerous—began to happen.

To be sure, it’s true (as this gay American can attest) that American freedom has continued in recent decades to advance in many ways. Yet at the same time, a dangerous mentality has spread throughout American society—and throughout the Western world. For a long time I avoided using the term “politically correct,” because it struck me as a lazy label that people on the right applied to anyone and anything on the left. But it’s proven to be unavoidable. For what it designates isn’t simply left-wing political views and/or the people who profess them, but a specific way of thinking about those views. In a book on the subject, The Retreat of Reason, the British writer Anthony Browne describes political correctness as having grown out of an attitude of “decency and consideration” toward society’s more vulnerable members, but as having gradually become “more dogmatic and intolerant of dissent, until it became a betrayal of the very liberalism that first fueled it.” To this I would add that political correctness is less about reality than it is about image—less, that is, about being genuinely decent and virtuous (which can often require one to confront received opinions and to endure vilification) than about being perceived by the “right people” as decent and virtuous. And to affirm this image, one must (1) affirm that Western capitalism is the great modern evil, (2) recognize and condemn America as capitalism’s headquarters, chief symbol, and apotheosis, and (3) view the West’s enemies as capitalism’s virtuous victims and align oneself with them. There’s a profound difference between classical liberalism—the philosophy of individual freedom, limited government, civil liberties, and free markets that grew out of the Enlightenment—and political correctness. Ever since the Enlightenment, being liberal has meant accepting the right to dissent and to hold unorthodox views; at the core of classical liberalism is the sentiment expressed in the celebrated line traditionally (if incorrectly) attributed to Voltaire: “I disagree with what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.” By contrast, political correctness is profoundly conformist and uncomfortable with differences of opinion.

To be politically correct is, among other things, to be a multiculturalist. Multiculturalism, a peculiarly Western set of attitudes about the non-Western world, doesn’t mean viewing people with non-Western backgrounds as individuals and caring whether they live under governments that grant them the same liberties we enjoy; it means exalting non-Western groups, treating their collective values (however illiberal) as sacrosanct, and either choosing not to notice their lack of freedom or pretending that there’s no such thing as freedom or, alternatively, taking the attitude that while freedom may be fine for us, because we’re Westerners, a lack of freedom is just as good, if not better, for them, because, well, that’s their culture and who are we to criticize it? That freedom is a precious, hard-won inheritance, and that it’s the obligation of those of us who have inherited it to protect and preserve it for generations to come, is a concept alien to multicultural minds; rather, it’s an article of faith for countless multiculturalists that individualism and individual rights are pernicious and dangerous, and that group identity is a benign phenomenon—that, indeed, group identity is identity.

The French writer Pascal Bruckner has called multiculturalism “a racism of the anti-racists” because it “accords the same treatment to all communities, but not to the people who form them, denying them the freedom to liberate themselves from their own traditions” even as it takes for granted Western individuals’ right to self-determination. Knowing little about America and its history, and even less about the rest of the world and its history, American students are easily persuaded by multicultural-minded professors that their country is not a light unto the nations but a blight on the planet and that other cultures, if not downright admirable, can be excused for their failings, because those failings are, for some or reason or other, ultimately our fault. As Richard Bernstein noted way back in 1991, in his book Dictatorship of Virtue: Multiculturalism and the Battle for America’s Future, the “once small voices of protest” who led the multicultural revolution in Sixties America and thereafter now form the core of America’s cultural elite: they work as journalists, editors, and producers for media organizations; they teach at colleges and universities; they staff social organizations and cultural institutions; they’re politicians and civil servants, authors and artists. And for all their power, they still act as if they are the outsiders, the voices on the barricades, fighting an oppressive establishment, when in fact, as Bernstein notes, “they, in the many domains where they are strong, have become the establishment themselves.”

Real education means learning to think critically; but today much if not most education in the humanities and social sciences is conducted within a multicultural framework that forbids critical thinking about non-Western cultures. Students learn that as Westerners, they are guilt-burdened heirs of colonialism and imperialism and thus have no right to judge any aspect of another culture. They also learn that it’s more important to show respect for differences between cultures than to be concerned about the living, breathing individuals who are the victims of these differences. Hence many Western adults nowadays, while reflexively dismissing even the noblest aspects of the Western liberal tradition, cannot bring themselves to condemn even such outrageous violations of fundamental human rights as female genital mutilation, forced marriage, and honor killing, or to acknowledge the nature, scale, and in some cases the very reality of the current encounter in the West between democracy and sharia. Europe has taken in, and is still taking in, huge numbers of people from some of the world’s most illiberal states; but instead of being viewed as newly free individuals who need help to understand and fully avail themselves of their freedom, and, moreover, to understand that freedom does not mean the freedom to oppress one’s own, these people have typically been seen, through multicultural eyes, as parts of a group that is essentially different and separate from the free people of Europe.

The revolution in sensibility that’s been wrought by multiculturalism, especially in regard to attitudes toward the Muslim and Arab world, owes much to the late Palestinian-American professor and propagandist Edward Said, who with his immensely influential 1978 book Orientalism—in which he sweepingly dismissed virtually the entire corpus of Western scholarship on the Arab and Islamic world on the grounds that the scholars in question had viewed their subject through Western, and therefore racist and condescending, eyes—accomplished something extraordinary. He convinced a large proportion of the Western intelligentsia—and through them a generation of students of history and social sciences—that any opinions they might themselves form about any aspect of the Arab and Muslim world were by their very nature invalid because they were informed by centuries of Western colonialist prejudices and stereotypes. Westerners, precisely because they were Westerners, were constitutionally incapable of getting the truth about the Arab and Islamic world right; the best they could do, if they wanted to know and serve the truth, was to listen attentively to certain privileged male Arabs’ and Muslims’ accounts of their societies and cultures, and then (if they dared address these topics at all) slavishly echo those accounts.

No aspect of Western democracy is more anathema to the multicultural mentality than free speech. For multiculturalism encourages self-censorship and the condemnation of “insensitive” utterances—especially utterances that are perceived as potentially offensive to some protected group. And these days Muslims are the most highly protected group of all, handled with an extra-special level of sensitivity, partly because so many of their number have taken on America and Israel and capitalism with such ferocity, making jihad the ally, in effect, of multiculturalism itself. Yet such is the perversity of multiculturalism that its adherents are capable of treating even the most overtly brutal jihadists, fire-breathing imams, and tyrannical patriarchs as if they were delicate hothouse flowers, easily wounded by an unfriendly word from an obtuse and injudicious Westerner. On the contrary: as has been amply demonstrated ever since the cultural jihad began, these men are strong and purposeful. They know what they believe and stand for. And they’re determined not to compromise. They aren’t relativists. They aren’t multiculturalists. They have a goal, a vision, a determination, and a sense of identity and values that Western multiculturalists cannot even imagine. And they know it. And in that knowledge lies their strength.
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