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Foreword

There are many different kinds of liberal and all manner of
gradations of the left, but this book's focus is on the disputed
territory where they meet. In particular, it's about the evasions
and doublethink that enable the permissive and the authoritarian
to share ideological space. Though they emerged from the long
shadow of the events of 11 September 2001, many of the issues
examined in these pages are longstanding. Why is it, for example,
that people who venerate dictators, terrorists and various political
and religious extremists remain within the intellectual family
of the liberal left, while those who take a stand against tyranny
and terror are ritually ejected?

How, in this respect, did Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a courageous
campaigner for human rights and female equality, a woman who
lives under threat of death, become such a reviled figure to many
on the left, and her plight ignored by so many liberals? As if to
confirm her pariah status, earlier this year the Dutch government
withdrew security funding from Hirsi Ali, one of its citizens,
because it was no longer economically or politically expedient
to pay for her protection in the United States, where she had
pretty much been forced to flee. Why is it that free speech has
again proved too expensive for a liberal European government?

These questions have no easy answers. They emerge from a
complex combination of history, moral sensibility, group think,
notions of loyalty and once radical ideas that have declined into
complacent postures. I decided to explore my own story in this
book not because of any great personal significance, but because
I think it helps shed light on how people on the left have learned
to focus on certain kinds of injustice, while turning a blind eye
to those crimes committed in the name of the 'progressive' cause.

I also wanted to look at some problems that, while highly relevant
to modern life, are too seldom discussed by opinion-formers
on the left. What responsibilities do we have to each other as
fellow citizens in protecting one another against violent crime?
Have we over emphasised cultural identity at the cost of individual
liberty? Is old-fashioned anti-racism advancing the cause
of minority groups, or is it beginning to deliver negative results?

In the year since this book was first published it has received,
along with many positive responses, two recurring criticisms.
The first is that I mischaracterise the nature of the liberal-left
in British and international politics. Apparently there are no
intellectual no-go areas, no shibboleths, and no one is denounced
as a racist, neocon or fascist for challenging these non-existent
shibboleths. The other criticism is that I'm a racist, neocon fascist.
The interesting thing is that very often these criticisms are made
by the same people.

My favourite example of this cunning tactic was the New
Statesman review which chastised me for my simplistic understanding
of contemporary liberalism – apparently much more open
than I credit – while suggesting, en passant, that my 'expositions
on race come close to some of the arguments made by the BNP'.
Now, I wonder what inference was meant to be drawn by that
comparison? The critic did not explain or enlarge in the review,
so I can only surmise, but could it be possible that she was
implying that I was racist or, indeed, in sympathy with neo-Nazis?

It was a baffling analysis of my views because, as is made clear
in this book, I don't believe racial markers have much if any
biological significance, and I think race is overstated as a cultural
phenomenon. I believe in a multi-racial society. I'm also a longstanding
opponent of racial discrimination, far-right politics in
general, and the BNP in particular. When later confronted with
her scandalous judgment, the reviewer backtracked by admitting:
'the substance of Anthony's book does not of course echo the
BNP's racist politics'. Of course. Who could have conceivably
gained that impression?

This is one way that orthodoxies are shaped, and no-trespass
lines effectively drawn. Deny the existence of a conventional
wisdom, then smear anyone who breaks with it. Criticism, it
must be stated, is necessary and healthy. It generates debate,
and sometimes a clearer, more astute perspective. And I don't
doubt that there are plenty of constructive points of disagreement
to be made about my argument. But that particular
formula – laissez faire premise followed by censorious denunciation
– is symptomatic of a mentality that is the subject of the
book. For it is a portrait of the split, passive-aggressive personality
that has too often represented the alliance of liberals and
the left.

The playwright David Edgar recently wrote an essay in which he
took issue with those who condemned authoritarianism on the
left. To him, we (I was named in his list) were rightwing 'defectors',
a 'pathology' he traced back to those dissidents who became
disillusioned with the Russian revolution.

In this gallery of 'deserters', he also included Ed Husain, the
former member of Hizb ut-Tahrir, the imperialist, anti-Semitic,
anti-democratic, ultra-religious party. Husain turned his back on
Hizb and now campaigns for democracy and religious tolerance.
But he was roped in as a rightwing defector because, in speaking
out against Islamic extremism, he had broken the first rule of
multiculturalism: never criticise your own community. The dogma
of multiculturalism in its cultural relativist form is the missing
link between permissiveness and authoritarianism, the muddled
offspring of left-liberalism that seeks to liberate minorities by
imprisoning them in group identities.

And who polices these identities? All too frequently the most
separatist, the most religious and most race-conscious elements
of any minority group. Naturally, to draw attention to this
predicament is to audition for the title of 'racist'.

'Racist', by my account, is the very worst term in the political
lexicon. By which I mean that racism is the lowest and most
despicable form of politics. But it's a word you hear bandied
about as if it has no meaning. At a debate on multiculturalism
at the Oxford Literary Festival, one pleasant spring afternoon, I
made my case against defining people first and foremost by their
ethnicity. It was not by any means an extreme argument – an
opposition to faith schools and cultural ghettoes, support for
cultural diversity, and a reminder that there is only one race, the
human race. At the end, a genteel-looking soul in his fifties or
sixties piped up and called me a racist. What struck me was the
visible pleasure he took in making the slur, as if in doing so he
had not just won the argument, but rendered any debate surplus
to requirements.

This sort of hyperbolic name-calling has inhibited political
debate for too long. For it certainly does an effective job at shutting
up most people, with the conspicuous exception, of course,
of actual racists. Anyone with a decent bone in their body will
recoil from the charge of racism, and plenty of us will go a long
way to avoid the risk of accusation, even if it means closing our
eyes to injustice.

To understand what that see-no-evil detour entails, we need
only look at Channel 4's 2007 documentary, Undercover Mosque,
which exposed virulent homophobia, sexism, religious hatred and
incitement to violence in a Birmingham mosque. Yet after it was
screened, the West Midlands police tried to prosecute the filmmakers.
Unable to make a charge stick, they accused the
documentary of 'distortion' and, in a formal complaint, referred
it the TV regulator, Ofcom. Then something strange happened.
Much of the progressive left either supported the police or
remained silent about this terrible incursion on civil liberties.

Men who called for homosexuals to be thrown off mountains,
and young girls to be beaten, and British soldiers to be beheaded,
were shielded from both official and intellectual scrutiny, while
those who brought this worrying activity to light were intimidated
and libelled by the criminal justice system and condemned
as 'Islamophobes' and racists by many on the left who pride
themselves on their distrust of the police. The BBC went so far
as to run interviews with Abu Usamah, a preacher who called
on his congregation to 'hate the kuffaar [infidel]', in which he
claimed, without challenge, that his efforts to foster multicultural
harmony had been deliberately misrepresented.

It took months before Ofcom pronounced that Channel 4 had
in fact produced a fair and accurate documentary that 'dealt with
the subject matter responsibly and in context'. And six further
months before the police issued an apology and complete retraction
of their claim. Even then, there were those in blogosphere
who preferred conspiracy theory and obtuse speculation rather
than to face up to the plain truth.

Are such incidents isolated and therefore unworthy of attention?
Even if they were rare, the instinct of some liberals to support
the viciously illiberal is surely noteworthy in itself. But
unfortunately there has been a rich variety of test cases of late
in which reasoned principles have been junked in favour of a
misplaced solidarity with reactionaries. Perhaps the most
satirical came when a number of prominent liberal commentators
and politicians (hang your head in shame Dame Shirley
Williams) took it upon themselves to regret the knighthood
awarded to Salman Rushdie because it caused offence to his nonreaders
in other countries.

Others, no doubt, will say the award for the illiberal liberal
prize should go to the Archbishop of Canterbury's pronouncement
that some form of Sharia law 'seems unavoidable' in Britain.
But that little fiasco, I think, marked the stirrings of something
related but distinct: the attempt to desecularise the British political
and legal system. The growth of Islam as a practised religion
has rightly brought into question the privileges of the Church
of England, which has to bump up its dwindling congregation
by coercing parents into church with the help of selective faith
schools. Faced with this situation, the choice for the CofE is
either drop its own state privileges – disestablish – or lobby for
the enhancement of other confessions. Does it advocate less religion
in politics, that is, or more? It's no surprise to see which
way the archbishop opted, but it is a little more shocking to see
some commentators on the left arguing, as one put it, that
anti-secularism was now the 'ally of radical social change'.

But not that shocking, because progressive politics have become
increasingly disfigured by an unhealthy mixture of wishful
thinking, liberal guilt and sinister fantasy. There remains much
that is wrong with western democratic society but if you accept
that it's the least worst option currently on offer, then the obligation
is to defend it against that which is worse. That's not a
charter for foreign invasions, but it is the baseline from which
genuine progression must start.

The debates in this book obviously do not preclude others elsewhere.
If I'm not concerned with mounting an attack on George
Bush or capitalism, it's not because they are undeserving of
censure, but because they are not the issue here. There are
countless critiques available of both if that's what the reader is
after.

The topic in these pages is the defence of liberalism against
the apologists, appeasers and applauders of authoritarianism.
Liberalism, I accept, is one of those flexible concepts that can
and does mean different things to different people. But however
we may define the political philosophy, we can all recognise a
liberal. As one reviewer noted, quoting Robert Frost, a liberal is
someone who can't take his own side in an argument. The humble
aim of this book is to help change that perception.

Andrew Anthony,

London, May 2008
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1

Shock

I was in a dark bunker beneath the heart of London when it
happened, sealed off from reality, protected from the intrusions
and distractions of life outside. A film called Greenfingers
had just come, mercifully, to an end, but the small and overdue
pleasure of watching the credits roll was not one I wished to
savour. The audience of critics was starting to leave and I was
anxious to be the first among them. All I wanted to do was
get out into the fresh air, to return to the resuscitating smell
of the real world, or what passed for it in the late-summer
streets of Soho. I was fed up with sitting in cramped basements
watching poor films. And Greenfingers was another poor
film. A textbook example of British cinema at its most insipid
and formulaic, it would have instantly disappeared from
memory even if it had been released in a normal week. Clive
Owen did his brooding best and Helen Mirren her comic
worst, but neither could divert the story – about a lovable
group of prisoners that enters a flower competition – from
the overfamiliar course plotted by The Full Monty and its endless
imitators. I would describe it in print the following Sunday
as 'a hackneyed romance that feels about as organic as DDT'.
But come Sunday no one would care about the film, much
less the review.

On that Tuesday, I had endured two days of back-to-back
screenings and Greenfingers, for its many faults, was by no
means the most feeble. The only comfort I could draw was
the knowledge that I would never again have to sit through
The Martins or The Fast and the Furious. The low quality of feature
films, that's what roused my anger on a nondescript afternoon
in September, the disservice done to popular art. And it was
a righteous anger, an anger born of a firm belief in some core
values: aesthetic beauty, narrative richness, wit, subtlety, intelligence.
I knew how bad these films were and I was not going
to pretend otherwise. There was no point in searching for
subtexts or hidden meanings that didn't exist. Even the most
slippery semiotician, the most elastic relativist, would have
had his work cut out intellectualising his way to a defence of
this piffle. Sometimes things were just plain wrong.

How, I wondered as I searched for my coat and bag, could
film critics stomach this meagre diet week in, week out? I
was already regretting agreeing to cover for Philip French, the
estimable Observer film critic, who was on holiday. After four
decades of reviewing the weekly releases, the guy deserved
the break but, on this evidence, I thought he couldn't return
soon enough. As I shuffled along the aisle to the exit, the
final credits were replaced by a flickering image of a burning
skyscraper. Yet another Hollywood cliché, I thought. The
picture was presented as if it was newsreel but, due to an
apparent problem in the projection room, there was no sound.
It was a little odd to see another feature played immediately
after the previous one had finished. Was this a preview of a
forthcoming attraction? Was it one of those guerrilla advertising
campaigns?

Then in an instant I recognised the building, and its
untouched twin, and in that same instant I saw a fast-moving
shadow enter the frame and fly straight into the structure that
wasn't burning. It was a shocking sight, but my mind absorbed
the shock because it was still operating on the assumption,
not unreasonable in a cinema, that the footage was a shocking
cinematic sight. Still, credit where it was due, the film achieved
a compelling authenticity. They had got that flat video texture
just right. And on some nagging level of consciousness, for
those strange few seconds in that darkened room, it was a
struggle to suspend the suspicion that it was real. I lost that
struggle a moment later when the image stabilised and it
suddenly gained the accompaniment of sound. I saw the 'Sky
News' logo in the corner of the screen. The reporter was saying
that aircraft had flown into both towers of the World Trade
Center. The audience audibly inhaled and exhaled, first a gasp
then a hush, and I slumped back down. The details were
limited and confusing but I thought I picked up either that
one of the planes had been heading for Washington or that
there was another plane, still in the air, that was DC-bound.
I took a couple of seconds to process the information and then
I was off, up out of my seat, out of the room and up the stairs,
trying to locate my phone as I rushed out into the street.

My wife was in New York and she was flying to Washington
DC that day. I couldn't get through to her number. I tried
again and again without success. Panic started to rise up from
my stomach into my shallow-breathing chest. Was this how
it happened? Was this how a nightmare invades your life,
masquerading as a movie, as a cheap action flick? What were
you doing, people like to ask, when you first heard the news
of this or that momentous event? It's a largely redundant
question nowadays in the age of twenty-four-hour rolling television
news because almost invariably the answer is watching
the news on television. But I was watching a film in a cinema,
as I had been for most of that day and the previous one as
well, when the second jet flew into the architectural fjords of
lower Manhattan. And I was having trouble readjusting to
the world of non-fiction. After what I imagine was just a few
minutes, but felt infinitely longer at the time, I got through
to my wife's London office. They had heard from her. She
was OK. Life would continue. The panic was over. I could
rejoin most of the rest of the world as an appalled voyeur,
but a voyeur nonetheless. I could stand in murmuring awe
in a bar with the other critics, silently reviewing the incredible
atrocity happening live on TV. I could note the innocent
clarity of that blue sky and the shimmering glory of those
twin totems of capitalism, which stood proud even as the thick
smoke gushed, like arterial blood, from their obscene entry
wounds. I could try to imagine, and then try not to imagine,
the last hellish moments of the passengers on those planes,
and the hopeless plight of the workers trapped on the floors
above the fire. I could address the unforeseen and earth-shaking
collapse of the buildings by studied recourse to metaphor and
history, all the while stifling the childish, vicarious and despicable
thrill of witnessing the creation of devastation. I could
reflect on the planetary nature of this broadcast, how it would
captivate and unify, if mostly in horror, the whole world in a
way nothing else, including the fall of the Berlin Wall, had
done since the moon landings. This was the antithesis of that
day in 1969, not a celebration of America's power and
humanity's ambition but a statement of America's vulnerability
and humanity's division. I could do and think all this
and more from the civilised safety of Bar Italia on Frith Street,
but it was OK, my wife was alive. This was a global event.
But this was not our story.

I was just a few months into my fortieth year in September
2001. The previous year I had become a father for the first
time and published my first book. I had a good job as a feature
writer and a life that was not without comfort; a middle-class,
middle-aged urban professional with plans and expectations,
but more than that a growing sense of rootedness, social
investment, dare I say a kind of ominous contentment. It is
in such conditions, of course, and at such times that a man,
particularly a man, can start to question himself and his
purpose in life. If the midlife crisis is a figment of the psychiatric
and literary imagination, it's a figment that has migrated
to the male imagination at large. The option of fleeing one's
responsibilities seems, paradoxically, to grow more appealing
as the responsibilities themselves become more rewarding.
And in the same counter-intuitive fashion, there is nothing
like the arrival of new life to focus the mind on the proximity
of death. You become more grounded and simultaneously the
ground becomes less steady. My daughter was just starting
to walk and suddenly the world was full of dangers, and not
of the interesting variety. A vegetable knife protruding from
the dishwasher became a mortal threat, an unguarded staircase
a potential descent into hell. How would such heightened
sensitivities contend with the gruesome incineration of three
thousand people and the destruction of two of the most recognisable
structures on earth, buildings in whose dizzying
elevators I had ridden to what was once the highest manmade
point in the world? How steady would the ground seem
after that?

A midlife crisis did indeed ensue after 9/11. In truth it had
been brewing for some time. It wasn't my midlife crisis,
however, but that of Western culture at large. No matter what
other aims may have motivated this singular act of terrorism,
it was beyond question that it was planned as a symbolic, as
well as a lethal, attack on 'the West', whether the target was
militarism (the Pentagon), capitalism (the WTC), or cosmopolitanism
(the heterogeneity of the victims). The problem
was many in the West were not sure that it was worthy of
defence. For some time in the post-Soviet era, as America
established its position as the sole superpower, a West-based
movement had been growing that rejected the spread of freemarket
capitalism and the Western values that underpinned
the global market. Known as anti-globalisation, it drew attention
to the poverty and deprivation that was such a common
feature of life in the Third World. But it also posed some stark
existential questions about the Western way of life. 'What was
the point?' the anti-globalisers seemed to be asking, all we do
is buy stuff, turn everywhere into a market, and force
McDonald's and Starbucks down other people's throats. Our
culture is nothing but consumption. As the anti-globalist writer
Naomi Klein argued a few weeks after 11 September: 'Part of
the disorientation many Americans now face has to do with
the inflated and oversimplified place consumerism plays in
the American narrative. To buy is to be. To buy is to love. To
buy is to vote.'

No wonder Americans were disorientated. It was a disorientating
time. Even in Europe, it was hard to regain one's
bearings. In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, I did
what everyone did, I watched the news obsessively, impatient
for each new piece of amateur video, each new visual perspective
on the impact that served only to increase my appetite
for further, better, more definitive angles. I read newspapers,
magazines, comment, analysis, anything I could get my hands
on, hungry for more detail, more description, more drama.
There is a pornography of atrocity, an idea which J.G. Ballard
explored many years ago, and few of us are immune to its
morbid lure. The more you see, the more you want to see.
To be sure my interest was propelled by outrage, but the
preoccupation with the awful minutiae was also, perversely,
a form of denial. The more one focuses on the effects, the
more blurred becomes the cause. It's a natural reaction, a
human reaction, a way of coming to terms with a new situation
before dealing with what it means.

For those first few hours and days I was caught up in the
unfolding story. My wife was grounded in New York, unable
to leave Manhattan island, which was temporarily cut off from
the rest of the world. She is a journalist too, and the reason
she was in New York was to shadow the Duchess of York,
Sarah Ferguson, for a magazine story. The rumbustious former
royal was engaged in charity work on a mini American tour.
It so happened that her New York office was in the WTC,
tucked away in a corner of Cantor Fitzgerald, the international
brokerage firm. Cantor Fitzgerald was spread between the
101st and the 105th floors in the north tower, some way
above the crash site. Over seven hundred of its employees
perished. None that was in the building survived. According
to Ferguson, she and her entourage, including my wife, were
due to pay a visit to her office that Tuesday morning.

It was not our story, but it could have been.

There were macabre might-have-beens everywhere you
looked, that's what made the whole horror fit so perfectly
into the dimensions of our nightmares. If this father hadn't
left home early that day, and that fiancée hadn't got the express
train, if that daughter had caught the plane she originally
intended to take, then they would all be alive. It's a vortex
of torture, this kind of thinking, and the temptation to disappear
into its fathomless depths must, for the relatives of the
deceased, have seemed like a trial beyond endurance.

As I drank in the devastation, numbed and intoxicated by
the scale of what had taken place, I struggled, like everyone
else, to make sense of it all. And in my case, as with many
people from the liberal-left side of the political spectrum, that
job was made more difficult by the fact that the United States
was the victim. From where I came from, the United States was
always the culprit. There was Vietnam, Chile, and the dreadful
support for repressive and often debauched regimes right
across Latin America, Africa and Asia. I was a veteran of
CND anti-cruise missile marches in the 1980s. I had gone to
Nicaragua to defend the Sandinista cause against American
imperialism. I had stood smiling in Managua's Revolution
Square as the assembled crowd chanted death to the Yanquis.
America was the bad guy, right? America was always the
bad guy.

Clearly some basic moral calculations needed to be performed.
Starting with which vision of the world represented
more closely my own liberal outlook. The cosmopolitan city
of New York, a multiracial city of opportunity, a town where
anyone on earth could arrive and thrive, exuberant, cultured,
diverse, a place I had visited and loved for its liberty and
energy and excitement? Or the people who attacked it, those
arid minds who wanted to remove women from sight, kill
homosexuals, banish music, destroy art, the demolishers of
the Bamiyan Buddhas who aimed to terrorise everyone they
could into submission to the will of their vengeful God. It
was, as they say, a no-brainer, or should have been. But was
there not also an obligation to ask if this heinous crime was
more complex than it first appeared? That was the progressive
instinct: don't be fooled by the mass media, which we
all knew was a propaganda industry, look behind the scenes,
examine the bigger picture, think about the context, study
history. And so if you wanted to consider yourself a member
of the thinking classes, it was not enough to recoil in horror,
you also had to take into account America's own score sheet
in matters of cold blood.

'It's terrible,' was the often heard formulation, 'but ...'
Did I think there was a but? And if there was a but, could it
be any kind of justification for what had taken place? And if
it wasn't a justification, what was the point of the but? Was
it there to show one's even-handedness and sense of fair play?
Or purely for decoration? I knew right from the first second
where my emotional sympathies were located but what was
my intellectual position?

What helped guide me to the answer was the alternative
analysis, the 'It's terrible, but' in which the 'It's terrible' was
the decorative part of the equation. A number of commentaries
that articulated this response quickly began to appear
in different newspapers. Perhaps the most indignant came,
with impressive alacrity, on 13 September in the newspaper
that I had read since I was a teenager, the newspaper for
which I had been writing for over ten years, the voice of liberal
Britain, the Guardian.

'Nearly two days after the horrific suicide attacks on civilian
workers in New York and Washington,' wrote Seumas Milne,
'it has become painfully clear that most Americans simply
don't get it ... Shock, rage and grief there has been aplenty.
But any glimmer of recognition of why people might have
been driven to carry out such atrocities, sacrificing their own
lives in the process – or why the United States is hated with
such bitterness, not only in Arab and Muslim countries, but
across the developing world – seems almost entirely absent.'

One doesn't need to work for a newspaper – though it
probably helps – to realise that Milne was underselling his
own speed of analytical thought. To get his piece published
on the 13th meant that he would have needed to have
completed it by around 6 p.m. or 7 p.m. on the 12th. Allowing
for its considered tone, which must have been the product of
several hours of sober reflection, it would be fair to assume
that he would have begun writing it, at the latest, at around
2 p.m. In other words, at about 9 a.m. New York time. That
left the Americans a whole twenty-four hours to absorb the
shock, deal with the grief and then move on to some cold,
hard self-criticism. And they flunked it.

Milne's savaging of American self-absorption was the most
conspicuous example of an attitude that could be heard in
plenty of sophisticated conversations, or should I say conversations
between sophisticated people, and read in a number
of left or liberal publications. But it was not the earliest. That
prize has to go to George Galloway, still then a Labour MP,
who published his own litany of American crimes and misdemeanours
in the Guardian on 12 September (i.e. written on
September 11), and noted, not entirely without approval, that
many people around the world 'will consider the US to have
had to swallow some of their own medicine'. It could not
have been easy to have mastered that kind of dispassionate
observation as scenes of the most visceral despair were being
screened live on television, but Gorgeous George rose, or
sank, to the occasion.

However, perhaps the most telling instance of this blame-the-
victim outlook was to be found in the 4 October issue of
the London Review of Books. If the Guardian is the voice of liberal
Britain then the LRB is where the liberal intelligentsia takes
its time to reflect on politics and culture. Twenty-nine intellectuals
responded to the LRB's commission to write about
9/11 and its fallout. Contrary to some reports, a number of
differing views were filed, but it's not inaccurate to say that
overall the sentiments tended towards anti-Americanism. In
some of the pieces that tendency was not disguised by anything
so polite as a show of sympathy. The Cambridge historian
and classicist Mary Beard gained a measure of notoriety with
her summary of public reaction. 'But when the shock had
faded, more hard-headed reaction set in. This wasn't just the
feeling that, however tactfully you dress it up, the United
States had it coming. That is, of course, what many people
openly or privately think. World bullies, even if their heart is
in the right place, will in the end pay the price.' September
11, she wrote, was the West's price for its 'refusal to listen
to what the "terrorists" have to say'. Those doubting speech
marks around the word 'terrorist' would become the badge
of enlightened scepticism in the weeks, months and years to
come. Beard also disparaged Peter Mandelson for suggesting
that the secret services should be recruiting in Bradford rather
than St James's. And she derided the notion that there existed
a plentiful supply of suicide bombers.

What all these reactions had in common, I realised, was
not complexity but simplicity. For all of them this was an issue
of the powerless striking back at the powerful, the oppressed
against the oppressor, the rebels against the imperialists. It
was Han Solo and Luke Skywalker taking on the Death Star.
There was no serious attempt to examine what kind of power
the powerless wanted to assume, or over whom they wanted
to exercise it, and no one thought to ask by what authority
these suicidal killers had been designated the voice of the
oppressed. It was enough that Palestinians had danced in the
West Bank. After all, everyone knew that America, the most
aped nation on earth, was the most hated nation on earth.

It was Beard who was the focus of counter-criticism in the
ensuing debate but there were several other contributions
that caught my eye. There was the Village Voice film critic,
J. Hoberman, who wrote: 'It seems incredible to me that
the period between the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse
of the World Trade towers will be perceived as some sort of
golden age – albeit one characterized by the production
of disaster movies ranging from the Gulf War to Pearl Harbor.'
It seemed incredible to me that, after all that had happened,
the object of anger was still the movies. Even as a recent
survivor of The Fast and the Furious, I could not now muster
the smallest antipathy towards overblown blockbusters. That
could wait for another time. Yet Hoberman was not alone in
targeting Tinseltown. Amit Chaudhuri finished his denunciation
of American power with a plea to the American public,
then immediately added the pessimistic caveat: 'but the
American public's main source of information about its
country's foreign policy is Hollywood with its images of terror
and frightening rhetoric of "good" and "evil".'

I remember being struck by the recurring expression of what
seemed to me like minor concerns. I was amazed how these
celebrated thinkers appeared to take in their stride a mass
homicide that no one foresaw. The scale of the suffering, the
innocence of the victims, and the aims of the perpetrators
barely seemed to register in many of the comments. Was this
a sign of shock or complacency? Or was it something else, a
kind of atrophying of moral faculties, brought on by prolonged
use of fixed ideas, that prevented the sufferer from recognising
a new paradigm when it arrived, no matter how spectacular
its announcement? Marx referred to something similar when
he noted how even revolutionaries turn reflexively to the past
'in order to present the new scene of world history in this
time-honoured disguise and this borrowed language'.

The cultural theorist, Frederic Jameson, another contributor
to the LRB special, has often been described as a Marxist.
But his entry offered no challenge to the prevailing orthodoxies
of the left. I had once attended a seminar on film
theory Jameson gave at the National Film Theatre, back in
that period when the subject seemed to be the last refuge for
Marxists, structuralists, Freudians and every other intellectual
seeking asylum from the failings and disappointments of
the real world. After sitting through a couple of hours of
impenetrable jargonised discourse I was, I recall, embarrassed
to acknowledge that I hadn't understood a word of what had
been said – if Jameson's language was borrowed, it was on
terms of zero interest. But that embarrassment, in a nimble
piece of historical rewriting of which Jameson would doubtless
approve, was retrospectively erased when I read what he
had to say about 11 September.

'I have been reluctant to comment on the recent "events",'
Jameson opened in characteristically lofty fashion, 'because the
event in question, as history, is incomplete and one can even
say that it has not yet fully happened.' Well, I remember
thinking, it's certainly happened for the many thousands who
were dead. The 'event' was unlikely to get any more complete
for them. 'Obviously,' he continued, 'there are immediate
comments one can make, in particular on the nauseating media
reception, whose cheap pathos seemed unconsciously dictated
by a White House intent on smothering the situation in sentiment
in order to demonstrate the undemonstrable: namely,
that "Americans are united as never before since Pearl Harbor."'

Jameson prides himself on his critique of postmodernism
but could there be a more nauseating illustration of the warped
priorities of postmodern thinking? All things considered, it
wasn't the mass murder that was cause for distress but instead
its media coverage. After the customary impeachment of
American foreign policy, Jameson concluded with a breathtaking
example of what, to use his own language, might be
termed 'dialectical reversal'.

'As for the future, no one (presumably including our own
Government) has any idea what the promised and threatened
"war on terrorism" might look like. But until we know that,
we can have no satisfactory picture of the "events" we imagine
to have taken place on a single day in September. Despite this
uncertainty, however, it is permitted to feel that the future
holds nothing good for either side.'

In two metaphysical swoops, Jameson had upended the
twin towers of sequential truth: cause and effect. We cannot
describe what has taken place, he seemed to say, until we see
what the response is to it. Yes, you may think – or 'imagine'
– your daughter was flown into a skyscraper but that's just
an interpretation of 'events' that cannot be verified – or
presumably dismissed – until we have seen the reaction it
may provoke at some unknown point in the future. We can't
acknowledge a crime, as it were, until its punishment has
been delivered. Hold on a moment, I recall thinking as I reread
the passage to make sure I hadn't missed something, what is
this self-hatred doing to our powers of reason? Into what
moral quicksand had intellectual obfuscation led us? And how
sinister was that 'permitted'?

Still, in the satellite age of relentless news, a tiny circulation
ink sheet like the LRB was surely of limited influence.
True enough, but it's also fair to say that its influence was
limited to influential people: academics, writers, commentators.
The issue of consumer reach, however, was not really
the point for me. I was more concerned with moral scope, in
particular how the magazine, or rather these contributors,
exerted influence on me. Curiously for a movement that so
often invoked the masses and the underprivileged, the left
has always set great store in the ability of intellectuals to
extract the buried significance and truth from the rubble of
history. To have a left outlook, if it means anything at all, is
to be on guard against easy explanations and popular (manufactured)
opinions. Intellectuals, in this respect, form a kind
of priesthood, interpreting not just the sacred texts of Marx,
Freud et al., but also reality itself. And so much of what leftist
intellectuals have had to say, in an effort to explain the success
of capitalism, has been devoted to the problem of rejecting
the myths and untruths of the controlling elite. All that stuff
about hegemony and false consciousness and the culture
industry was aimed at inspiring doubt in the appearance of
the world and respect for those whose analytical approach
was such that they could penetrate the misleading surface of
things. If I'm honest, I think I had always been a little intimidated
by such 'first-class' minds. There was a sense in which,
when it came down to the nitty-gritty, when things got difficult
or bloody, it was a relief to defer to the better read, the
more keenly informed. And here were a number of LRB-approved
intellects, some of them of world renown, cutting
through the nonsense and telling it, in small bite-sized pieces,
just exactly how it was. They had made an effort to set the
parameters of debate for the thinking left, to prescribe, if you
like, what was permitted.

For those of a progressive sensibility, it was permitted to
'move on' from the vast graveyard of Ground Zero, which was
seen as a tiresome media circus, and vent outrage at the real
adversary: President George W. Bush and his 'War on Terror'
against prime target Afghanistan. There were, and remain,
plenty of things that could be said about Bush's statements
at that time, his careless and emotive use of the word 'crusade',
his macho posturing, and his worrying lack of gravitas. But
whatever the criticisms of the American president they did
not alter the fact that Afghanistan was harbouring the chief
suspect in the attacks, Osama bin Laden, whom the Taliban
refused to hand over; or that the country was a home to an
extensive network of terrorist training camps. And nor – most
disturbingly for those of us who thought universal human
rights should be universal – did a dislike of Bush change the
reality of the Taliban as a sadistic regime that had imposed a
medieval dystopia on its long-suffering citizens. In this respect,
at least, Jameson was correct: there were two sides. One side
focused entirely on Bush's shortcomings and America's
unsavoury history, the other on the psychopathology of the
Taliban and the murderous ambition of bin Laden.

Most people I knew were against the invasion. War was wrong
because war was avoidable. I had some sympathy with that
viewpoint. War, even the most brief and precise war, is always
bloody and there has never been a war in which innocent people
haven't died. To resist the urge for revenge was surely the
mark of a civilised authority. The problem with the pacifist
approach is that it didn't address what was to be done about
bin Laden, or the possibility of repeat attacks. No one was
quite sure what the 11 September killers wanted, not least
because no one had claimed responsibility, but in the minds
of the appeasers that was no reason not to give it to them.
On top of which, it was widely believed that any war in
Afghanistan, the nation that defeated the disciplined might
of the Soviet army, would turn into a protracted bloodbath.
Some even argued that the bloodbath was America's true aim.
Noam Chomsky, the dissident American academic whom the
New Statesman described as 'our greatest unraveller of accredited
lies' told an audience at MIT on 18 October that a 'silent
genocide' was underway. He estimated that America was deliberately
'trying to murder 3 or 4 million people' in Afghanistan.
A figure roughly one-thousandth of that size is the generally
accepted figure for the death toll in the Afghanistan campaign.
But let's allow a margin of error, and say it is perhaps one
hundredth. Again, does it matter what Chomsky says? Isn't
he just an unheard voice up against a vast military machine?
In a global opinion poll organised by Prospect magazine in
2005, Chomsky was named the world's leading public intellectual.
He may have no power, as such, but it cannot be said
that he is without influence.

After 11 September, and right up until the fall of Kabul in
November, I was still labouring under the impression that one
could hold both opinions: that Bush was mad and bin Laden
was bad (or was it the other way round?). And, naturally, one
could. I wrote a piece for the Observer in November criticising
the blind entrenchment of the opposing positions. It seemed
to me that once a line had been adopted no one was prepared
to allow changing events to change their minds. Thus the antiwar
lobby warned of a fierce campaign, but when the Taliban,
lacking popular support, quickly collapsed, the anti-war New
Statesman instantly ran a front cover with the headline: 'WHY
BIN LADEN IS STILL WINNING'. Both sides, the pro-war and antiwar,
saw only what they wanted to see. 'The urge to prove
that they have been right all along is so much greater than
the need to adapt to new circumstances,' I wrote at the time.
'So it's the circumstances that are adapted to fit the pre-existing
line. All sides will say that it is a question of morality. But
the suspicion remains that deep down it is a matter of pride.'

Yet, when all was said and done, it was not possible to
maintain a foot in both camps. The more I learned about bin
Laden and the global jihad, the more I realised that it was
not impotence that was their salient characteristic, but rather
the totalitarian ambition of their ideology. The Nazis in
Germany, the Bolsheviks in Russia and the Maoists in China
started out as powerless irritants who sought support among
the marginalised and alienated. In each case, many of those
who should have known better decided to look the other way
or even lionise their appeal. The result was that the madmen
seized power and, between them, were responsible for well
over 100 million deaths in the twentieth century. If mass,
indiscriminate murder is one of the hallmarks of totalitarianism,
then 11 September proved that, given the opportunity,
al-Qaeda and its sympathisers had what it took to become a
new totalitarian force: a complete indifference to human life.
It may have been fun and exhilarating, in an angry student
way, to call Bush a fascist. But what words did that leave to
describe democracy-hating fanatics with a pronounced aim of
global domination and a willingness to kill civilians in their
thousands?

In the end I reached the conclusion that 11 September had
already brutally confirmed: there were other forces, far more
malign than America, that lay in wait in the world. But having
faced up to the basic issue of comparative international threats,
could I stop the political reassessment there? If I had been
wrong about the relative danger of America, could I be wrong
about all the other things I previously held to be true? I tried
hard to suppress this thought, to ring-fence the global situation,
grant it exceptional status and keep it in a separate part
of my mind. All those other questions that would begin to
taunt me, I resolved to ignore. I had too much vested in my
image of myself as a 'liberal'. After all, I was not only a Guardian
reader, I was, from time to time, a Guardian writer. Some fundamentals
could not change. I had bought into the idea, for
instance, that all social ills stemmed from inequality and racism.
I knew that crime was solely a function of poverty. That to be
British was cause for shame, never pride. And to be white was
to bear an unshakeable burden of guilt. I held the view, or at
least was unprepared to challenge it, that while all cultures
may not be deserving of equal praise, it was wrong to single
out any for censure, except, of course, Western culture, which
should be admonished at every opportunity. Oh yes, I had
many times quoted Mahatma Gandhi's famous line when asked
what he thought of Western civilisation – 'It would be a good
idea.' I was confident too that Israel was the source of most
of the troubles in the Middle East. These were non-negotiables
for any right-thinking decent person. I couldn't question these
received wisdoms without questioning my own identity. And
I had grown too comfortable with seeing myself as one of the
good guys, the well-meaning people, to want to do anything
that upset that image. I viewed myself as understanding, and
to maintain that self-perception it was imperative that I didn't
try to understand myself. In a sense 11 September was the
ultimate mugging, a murderous assertion of a new reality, or
rather a reality that already existed but which we preferred
not to see. Over the years I had absorbed a notion of liberalism
that was passive, defeatist, guilt-ridden. Feelings of guilt
governed my world view: post-colonial guilt, white guilt, middleclass
guilt, British guilt. But if I was guilty, 9/11 shattered my
innocence. More than anything it challenged us all to wake up
and open our eyes to what was real. It took me far too long
to meet that challenge. For while I realised almost straight
away that 9/11 would change the world, it would be several
years before I accepted that it had also changed me. I had been
wrong. This was my story, after all.
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