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To Cullen Murphy

Praise for American Vertigo
“A kaleidoscopic cavalcade of wish-you-were-here postcards and ruminations.” —Elle
“It is precisely because we know that Lévy is not a reflexive anti-American that his condemnation of our worst practices takes on a power of its own.” —Slate
“A nuanced travelogue . . . Where Lévy’s book truly excels is in his razor-sharp political observations.” —The Denver Post
“It is to American readers that Lévy’s book is dedicated—not the American left or the American right, but all Americans.” —Santa Cruz Sentinel
“Perceptive, pugnacious, passionate . . . exquisitely written.” —The New York Observer
“This book’s very serious hope for American renewal does offer an alternative to the sophisticated cynicism of those who have given up on the possibility of making meaning in the world by struggling for democracy in America.” —Bookforum
“Levy never wavers. The virtues of this book . . . reside in his willingness to set his feet on the ground and report what he sees, to let context shape vision.” —Cleveland Plain Dealer
“What’s most intriguing about Lévy’s project, and what truly separates it from Tocqueville’s, is that he is primarily interested in America’s impression of itself. An outsider’s view yields insights, but an outsider’s view of how America thinks of itself is valuable for its contrast with the rest of the world’s opinions.”
—Time Out Chicago
“A jostling, animated portrait of America, full of resonances and contradictions.” —Fort Wayne Journal Gazette
“Worth reading . . . [Levy] is acutely aware of the country ’s oddities—not least its strange commitment to both freedom and order.”  —The Economist
“[Lévy] is a master of the vignette and the miniature. . . . While he finds serious fissures in this country’s social landscape, in the end he is an optimist about the future of a country he admires for the richness of its culture and its political vision.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Fascinating . . . an engaging but often-disturbing portrait of our nation from an eloquent, brutally honest foreigner who wishes our country well.” —Booklist
“Mr. Lévy writes brilliantly. . . . American Vertigo is filled with insights and goodwill.” —The Wall Street Journal
“Lévy is a true friend of the American experiment and a comrade in the American struggle against the barbarisms.”
—The New Republic
“Provocative . . . [Lévy is] a writer of enormous power and vitality.”
—San Francisco Chronicle
“It ’s difficult to remember when a writer of any nationality so clearly and thoughtfully delineated both the good and bad in America. [Grade:] A.”
—Entertainment Weekly (Editor’s Choice)
“An entertaining trip, as much in the tradition of Jack Kerouac as Tocqueville.” —The New York Times
“Vigorous . . . impressive.” —The Boston Globe

EN ROUTE!
FOR A LONG time, Alexis de Tocqueville was perceived, in my country, as a second-rate author.
For a long time, a very long time, this apostle of freethinking, this prophet of the antitotalitarian trends of the end of the twentieth century, this precursor of Hannah Arendt who—had we known earlier on about his importance—might have saved us precious days and kept us from a fair number of pointless debates, this enlightened envoy, was hardly taught in French universities.
And the fact is that I spent the first half of my life regarding this theoretician, who also happened to be a fine writer, as most of my contemporaries did: as an old-fashioned, hiccuping aristocrat, an adept of lukewarm thinking and happy mediums, a quibbling, overscrupulous dilettante, a moaning sensitive, a sad Narcissus, a boring, reactionary public intellectual, a sententious activist, a man of wit who amused himself by posing as a writer, a failed politician, a pale imitator of Montesquieu, a lightweight version of his uncle Chateaubriand (who seemed to have preempted the entire gamut of attractive roles), the author of a Recollections that could be read only as evidence of an era that was by definition perishable and, prior to that, of the long account of a journey that had almost immediately fallen into the oblivion peculiar to topical writing.
Times, of course, would change.
With the collapse of the grand political theories, with the decline of the materialist visions of the world and their implacable, simple mechanisms, with the need, above all, to reflect on the failure of socialism, on the desirability of the very idea of revolution, and on the possibilities of democratic renewal, French intellectual attitudes would evolve and bring us closer to a form of thinking whose chief merit was to prompt the break of our sterile deadlock with the inheritors of the ideas of Auguste Comte and Karl Marx.
But for a long time indeed, this was the situation.
And, for my generation at least, for someone who came to philosophy near the end of the 1960s, at an ideological moment strongly dominated by radicalism and Marxism, for someone who, like me, was twenty years old in a France where the last word in fashionable thought was Mao Tsetung and where the new spirit—marked by boldness, intellectual and political prestige, intransigence—combined revolt with structuralism, freedom of thought with theoretical antihumanism, for the witnesses of this structural moment, at once enraged and unyielding, that was the prevailing trend of our youth; for people like us, ignorance of Tocqueville, this moderate spirit straddling the Old World and the New, the Orléans and the Bourbons, resignation to democracy and fear of revolution, was, I’m afraid, commonplace.
All of this is to say that when The Atlantic Monthly wrote me to propose the idea of a new journey to America, when this venerable magazine offered to put me, 173 years later, in the footsteps of my illustrious compatriot, I knew much less about him than did Americans of average education and background, who had, for a century, recognized in Democracy in America not just a monument, not just a manual or handbook, but a kind of mirror where, as in westerns, as in Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, as at Mount Rushmore, they contemplate the anticipated image of their virtues, their vices, the noble or ominous temptations they are confronted with, their providential birth, their destiny.
And this is also to serve as a warning that even if I obviously plunged into his texts right away, even if I took the time, before setting out, to go over my predecessor’s itinerary, even if my newfound interest, my wish to make up for lost time, as well as my desire to see this excellent mind at work, all led me to take up not just his book but his notes, his correspondence, his accounts of travels to Algeria, to England, to Switzerland, as well as the writings of his companion on this venture, Gustave de Beaumont—even so, you must not, alas, expect this book to honor to the letter the worthy and ambitious program proposed by The Atlantic:  times have changed too much, the country has become too different from what it was when America ended at the shores of the Mississippi, and I myself, once again, am too recent an admirer of Tocqueville for this account, this travelogue, this daily journal, to be read as the reply, the extension, even the continuation or addition, of the prestigious model.
At the very most, whenever it was possible, I repeated some of the stages of his journey—for instance, the investigation into prisons that was the official pretext for Tocqueville and Beaumont’s journey and which I set about updating. There are several prisons in this text. Five, to be exact. And a sixth one, Guantánamo, which, as we’ll see, is not unconnected to the other five, and whose most revolting and unacceptable characteristics can be quite directly explained by the general regime of detention that I was able to observe elsewhere and that says much, unfortunately, about contemporary America. I know that the idea of interrogating a penal system and expecting it to provide you with answers about the nature of the society that has bred it, the pattern of thought that seeks to expose the secret workings of a society by examining not just what it hides but the way in which it hides it and, once it has hidden it, excludes it—I know that all of this has to do with a typically modern vision of things, one that is based on Foucault, and Nietzsche, and one that doesn’t need Tocqueville for its formulation or execution. But in the end I still believe the two are intrinsically related. I don’t think I would have lingered for so long in New York’s high-security prisons, in the ruins of Alcatraz, or in the corridors of death row in Nevada and Louisiana if I hadn’t had in mind the Tocquevillean precedent; I don’t think I would have spent so much time, from the Quaker-inspired penitentiary in Pennsylvania to the camps at Guantánamo Bay, exploring the other side of the American scene, without this constraint—a rather formal one, of course, but one that, like all formal constraints, may have served as an effective instrument for seeking truth and meaning.
I also armed myself, whenever I could, with some of Tocqueville’s intuitions—so extraordinarily premonitory—which I continued, book in hand, to see so eagerly and ably validated by American reality. The triumph, which in his time hadn’t yet fully played out, of equality over liberty. The tyranny of the majority, which he was the first to point out and which isn’t any less fierce than other forms of dictatorship. The “pressure,” to phrase it differently (and especially to put it in words that, as I now see, could be those of the identitarian America of today), “of the minds of all on the intelligence of each,” of the group or ethnic mentality over citizens’ “freedom of action.” And, on the other hand, the new upgrades of an “individualism” that—as it reaches its culmination, as it lets people become not intoxicated by their autonomy but drunk on their independence, as it spurs them to sever the ties that bind them to one another and to the body politic, as it reduces them to the “innumerable crowd of men, all alike and equal, turned in upon themselves in a restless search for those petty, vulgar pleasures with which they fill their souls” that the end of Democracy in America had glimpsed and that I found again in malls, megachurches, and leagues of virtue— risks turning into a dictatorship whose “immense, protective power,” as “absolute” as it is “meticulous,” as “ordered” as it is “provident and kindly disposed,” “seeks only to keep them in perpetual childhood” and eventually removes from them even the “bother of thinking” and the “troubles of life.” In short, it would be absurd for me not to admit how endlessly vivid and present these theories were in my own mind: theories whose almost palpable presence in contemporary America is at times so blinding that you might believe those fictions from which, they say, fact draws its inspiration, not vice versa—all these theories, you might even say these fables or these myths, which you feel didn’t so much foretell America as actually form it.
And then, of course, there is a certain kind of style. A way— Tocquevillean once again—of trying to mingle what is seen with what is thought, the visible flesh of facts with their secret code, the obvious text we can glean from institutions with the more arcane principle that forms their structure, as in Aristotle or Montesquieu. A way to relinquish oneself methodically, without, however, renouncing one’s own vision of the world. A way, above all, to go from one subject to the next, not to dismiss, a priori, any incident or observation, and to find in a fact of daily life or in a debate of ideas, in the dreary poetry of a motel or a highway just as in a meeting with a writer or a high-ranking member of the administration or the entertainment industry, the no less fertile substance of reflection. The determination, if you like, to write an undulating, variegated, and, at the same time, obsessive book whose style I do owe to the man who, in a letter to his cousin Comte Molé, described his America as “a forest with a thousand roads” all converging on “one single point” and who, at the very instant he seemed to be wandering, dawdling, or giving way to the good demon of curiosity and chance, didn’t stop bending what he saw to the discrete logic of consequence and meaning. Isn’t the author of the two volumes of Democracy in America the inventor, after all, of this modern form of reportage where attention to detail, the taste for personal encounters and circumstances, did not prevent—quite the contrary, made possible—faithfulness to a fixed idea? Isn’t Tocqueville the prototype of those “philosopher-travelers,” as Jean-Jacques Rousseau calls them in a famous note in Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, whose entire art consists of drawing valid links between the slightest variations of a journey in an unknown country and the eternal (or new) principles of what was not yet called sociological thought? Was there a better guide to lead me, in America, on the path of this other phenomenological methodology that, as it confronts things, rather than bracketing them, actually examines them, and, from their silent evidence, deduces the generating laws of life in society?
But the questions, for the main part, are my own.
Just as Tocqueville took to the road in the United States to try to answer questions posed by the situation of France in his time; just as he traveled there to discover and explain the “inexplicable vertigo” that was, for his contemporary Benjamin Constant, unique to the Reign of Terror; just as his concern was to go and look in the colonies of New England for the chemically pure form of this “democratic revolution” whose irresistible triumph he felt he was experiencing, in Great Britain but especially in France; and just as, finally, his great concern, once this form was identified, was to distinguish between the two paths liable to lead a people “to slavery or freedom, to enlightenment or barbarism, to prosperity or wretchedness”—so I went to answer questions that are of my own time, and to learn not just about you, my American friends, but about us all.
First, anti-Americanism. First and foremost, yes, this sinister and ancient French and largely European passion that is known as anti-Americanism and that was, when I undertook this journey, in the process of sweeping through European public opinion as never before. But it’s one thing to acknowledge this. It’s one thing to denounce the absurdity of a discourse that turns the United States into a figure of speech, a cliché, as well as a scapegoat for the mistakes, insufficiencies, and inconsistencies of other countries. It’s one thing to laugh (for you do have to laugh about it, too) at these monomaniacs who, when war is ravaging Darfur, when hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children are dying of hunger in Sri Lanka or Niger, when the neo-Talibans are humiliating the women of their Afghan villages, when the Pakistani Islamic fundamentalists prefer to burn women alive and call it a crime of honor, when the incompetent and corrupt leaders of the poorest countries bleed their own people dry and sacrifice them on the altar of their mediocre interests—it’s one thing to laugh at those who, when confronted with all this, can do nothing but repeat, like miniature out-of-control automatons: “Blame it on the United States! Blame it on the United States!” It’s one and the same thing to study the origins of a virus, as I have done numerous times, that, before entering the bloodstream (that is to say, the language) of a people, began with a long— very long—operation of ideological distillation, passing in transit through the laboratory of scholars (Buffon linking corruption of souls and bodies in the New World to the excessive humidity of its climate), the writers’ cabinet (Drieu La Rochelle, Céline, Bernanos, so many others, denigrators of an “internal America” thriving “inside people’s heads,” which, from the 1930s to the present, was one of the most frequent commonplaces of the literary right and the extreme right), and the library of philosophers (Heidegger, the great Heidegger, denouncing, just as he is adhering to Nazism, that “emergence” of “monstrosity” in “modern times” which, according to him, was the birth of the United States). It’s one thing, in other words, to show that anti-Americanism has always been, in Europe, hand in glove with our baser instincts and that it is becoming now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the most formidable “attractor of the worst” that is available for all the orphaned theories, all these little dark stars fallen from doctrinaire galaxies, all this scattered debris, these directionless iron filings in search of a new magnet; it’s one thing to show that anti-Americanism has become the magnet that was missing since the collapse of the totalitarian megatheories and that now, in Europe, in the Arab world, in an entire region of Asia, in Latin America, is remagnetizing chauvinism, hegemonism, the thirst for purity, ethnocentrism, racism, anti-Semitism, and of course fundamentalism. It’s altogether another thing to go out into the field, to judge on actual evidence; it’s another thing to contrast that chimera with the concrete body and face of America today. At times, this face will be rather flattering. At times, it will prove more unfavorable and, for friends of America, disappointing and despairing. But at least it will have the merit of no longer being imaginary. At least it will break, or try to break, with Manichaeanism, essentialism, and the reign of clichés. That, from my point of view, is the main, most honest, and, especially, most effective response to the anti-American phantasmagoria.
Then there is the question of Europe. Not the question of the image of America in Europe, or even of Europe in America, but the question of the role reserved for Europe, for its culture and its values, in contemporary America. We know how determined the Founding Fathers were to detach themselves from Europe. We know—Tocqueville, in the introduction to his book, insists on it—that the whole idea of these pioneers who had failed, in England, then in Holland, to create the city of their dreams was to separate “the democratic from all those other principles it had to contend with in the old communities of Europe,” to “transplant” it to the supposedly virgin territories of the “New World” and there, in that laboratory, that greenhouse, that new land untouched by the corruptions of history, to allow it to “grow freely.” But we also know that since then, America has never stopped wavering between two poles, two aims, and, at core, two identities. At times: “We are the inventors of a civilization that owes nothing to anyone else and which will be an anti-Europe.” At times: “Just as Polybius said that Rome would remain a Hellenic power, we were Europeans, and we know we have no other choice but to remain so.” At times even, just after the Second World War, when the Soviet empire’s offensives had to be thwarted: “Europe is what is at stake for America; Europe is an American idea; we Americans of the Marshall Plan era are the true founding fathers of a Europe that has been saved from disaster and abjection.” So where do we stand now, today, in this debate that is as old as the United States? What does the country think about its European component now that its immigration has become mostly Hispanic and Asian? Does the idea of the West still have any meaning now that the Cold War is over and now that, faced with new threats, faced with the new war heralded by terrorism, the two allies seem to be standing on separate ground and holding to distinct, sometimes divergent strategies? And what should we think of the anathemas aimed at “old Europe” (a phrase of Hegel’s, from a passage of Reason in History where he mentions Napoleon’s famous quip “this old Europe bores me,” as well as “those wearied by the historical bric-a-brac of old Europe”) by those “neoconservative” American intellectuals who have taken up so much space in the public debate and in the workings of government—and taken so many places in the French and European political bestiary? When they call, with such senseless rage, for dissociating themselves from a spineless, feminine Europe, immoral and corrupt, daughter of Venus and sister of the most abominable dictatorships, when they call attention to its allegedly dishonest compromises, first with the wardens of Soviet prison camps, then with Saddam Hussein’s Baathists, and now with the proconsuls of the Axis of Evil, is it just a matter of ill humor, a convenient quarrel—or is it the manifestation of a more profound rift? For whoever believes in the universality of the European message; for whoever considers Europe as the theater of the most horrific massacres in history as well as the paradoxical wellspring of discourses that have allowed these massacres to be reflected upon and that might, tomorrow, make it possible to avert their repetition; for the upholders of a Europe understood as a faith born, as Husserl wrote, from the idea of reason and the spirit of philosophy, this question is an essential one. It is essential for an America that, had it to turn its back finally or even for a long time on its European source, would lose a portion of its memory, a part of its soul. But it is also essential for Europe, which, if it lost its American resource, if this chance, celebrated by Goethe, of seeing its own history begin again in American liberty were to fade, if it lost sight of this American model that is, in its moments of doubt, the only tangible proof that its own supranational dream is neither a piece of nonsense nor an unattainable ideal, would lose a little of its reasons for belief and, hence, a little of its motivating force: its famous constitutional patriotism, its aim of adding to everyone’s national feeling the liberating allegiance to an Idea—what warrant do these notions have, in reality, other than the living evidence of America?
Then there is one final question. Perhaps, considering the time chosen for my journey, it is really the main one: What shape is this democracy in, the one Americans (with good cause) are so proud of and which they have always wanted to hold up as an example for the rest of the world? Some voices are being raised in the country to denounce the attacks on constitutional rights brought about by the struggle against terrorism, infringements to which public opinion—drugged on patriotism, stunned by the 9/11 attacks—is increasingly reconciling itself. Other voices—or perhaps the same ones—worry about the series of micro-derangements that, even before 9/11, began to affect the fragile equilibrium of the executive, legislative, and judicial powers (here, an abuse of power . . . there, the excessive zeal of an intelligence organization . . . or else the problematic and suspicious crusade of an independent prosecutor hot on the trail of a libertine president . . .). Still others say they are witnessing the implementation—insidious but relentless—of both immense and minute mechanisms of surveillance, whose triumph, should it come about, would prove Tocqueville right, not to mention Foucault and Nietzsche, who saw in the proliferation of laws transforming any attempted divergence from the collective norm into a criminal offense the sign of either a world without desire or of a deliquescent sovereignty or both. All of this would be nothing, the worst pessimists add, if those people whose profession it is to monitor these tendencies and think critically about them weren’t themselves the object of unprecedented disciplinary actions—all of this would be less important if the American press, that model, that beacon, wasn’t undergoing a crisis in which it isn’t clear which weighs more heavily: acquiescence to the big lobbies, especially the lobby of money; the temptation of self-censorship in the face of government propaganda; the personal risk journalists take when, protecting their sources, they remain faithful to the rules of their profession; or (when the press too easily becomes the echo of a politics reduced to scandal), assenting to the vilest tendencies of our times. And I am not speaking here about that cancer of poverty that is ravaging so many American cities, which the federal government seems to lack both the means and, especially, the will to cure. And I am not speaking either of that onslaught of moral values, that neopuritan wave, that obsession with belonging and transparency, that could, according to some, be well in the process of becoming a new mode of American citizenship. I am not talking about those right-thinking activists, those militiamen of Virtue and Order, those witch-hunters of a new Salem, extended throughout America who are coming to preach the end not of history but of the world and, in this end-of-the-world perspective, general mobilization, an aligning of minds, and, in sum, an internal holy war. So what about this democracy? What should we think about this debate? Has the model broken down? Is democracy ill? Is America at a new turning point of its history, as it was during the Civil War, the Great Depression, and the New Deal? Is it the tyranny of the majority that threatens? Or of minorities? And aren’t they both one and the same thing? The same model, one a miniature? When the latter use the language of the former, when their style, their reproaches, their ways of imposing their canons and constraining the recalcitrant to toe the line, are inspired by the example of the majority and eager to duplicate it, isn’t it at bottom the same danger? What of American exceptionalism, in this case? What has happened to the wild but inspiring dream of building a model republic in keeping with the manifest destiny of a people no less admirable? In short, have we returned to the dark days when Sartre, that friend of Huston and Dos Passos, that lover of Manhattan and its skyscrapers, that admirer of the American way of life and its programmatic wrenching away from the evil demon of roots and origins, exclaimed, in the midst of McCarthyism: “L’Amérique a la rage” (“America is sick with rabies”)? Just as another great writer, Thomas Mann, a few years earlier, in a historical context obviously not comparable, notoriously warned “Europe, beware,” should we, today, advise our American friends to watch out for this America that has inspired the world’s esteem, fought fascism and communism, but might be starting to show, by its own admission, signs of weariness? Should we remember—and, if need be, remind our friends— that there is no example yet of a civilization that has survived entering into what Walt Whitman called the “Sahara of the soul”?
These are the questions.
These made up my implicit checklist of topics for a journey that lasted, by chance, almost exactly as long as Tocqueville and Beaumont’s own (but with pauses and short journeys back to France).
To which, for the sake of accuracy, it might be useful to add a few other concerns, less American but no less Tocquevillean: the instant distaste, for example, that seemed to affect the idea of and even the word liberalism during the very same period in France, in the heated debates over the adoption or rejection of a European constitution. It was a long time in forming, of course. This hatred of liberalism as such, this strange semantic reversal, the transformation into a mark of infamy of this fine word used by the Carbonari and French revolutionaries during Tocqueville’s time, is an old, somber story that dates back to the last years of the nineteenth century, at the time of the first wave of French anti-Semitism and fascism. But still . . . Noting the migration of this old, obsessive theme from the extreme right over to the other side, then hearing a good half of the French left take up the cliché, whose despicable undertones you didn’t need to be keen of hearing to detect, then seeing this faction of the left shamelessly liquidating in this way the entire wealth of popular, and even revolutionary, memory, from which liberalism—the word and the phenomenon—drew its true substance, thus witnessing once again, just as with anti-Americanism, just as with anti-Semitism, one of those crossovers France is so adept at, was terribly disturbing. And this disarray, seen from America—that is to say, from a country where both the word and the phenomenon have followed their semantic and conceptual career, have been improved, enriched, and, in the end, metamorphosed—was all the more distressing, and yet, in a way, more intelligible.
The method would be as simple as the questions and concerns were complex.
The road, essentially.
Yes, from east to west, from north to south, then from south to south, then north through Texas, Arkansas, the mythic cities of Tennessee, the two Carolinas, Virginia, the states of New England, this road—hodos in Greek, which has given us method, from metahodos, literally “along the road”—which another writer, this time an American, Jack Kerouac, has shown is not the worst method for capturing the reality of the country: provided you travel it as he did; provided you put yourself in the same spiritual and perhaps physical mood as his; provided, for instance, you stay, as he recommends, well to the right of the driver and try to adhere bodily, almost sensually, to the ribbon of miles that unfurls beneath your wheels; provided you devour the miles as the biblical prophets prompted us to devour the Word of God. (Aren’t road and language, after all, siblings in humanity? Isn’t it when both roads and languages are invented that commerce, mediation, civilization, begin?)
Of course I can’t compare a modern journey like mine, supported by a large magazine and monitored, from Washington, D.C., by vigilant assistants, to the presituationist driftings of the celestial tramps, semi-outcasts, and angels of desolation of the beat generation.
And truthfulness obliges me to say that I made some notable exceptions to the rule of the road: a flight over the Mexican border; another over the Nevada deserts; yet another over the Mississippi delta, then over an oil rig out in the gulf of Mexico; a sudden meeting that forced me to retrace my steps or skip a stop; three days in Guantánamo; attending the conventions of an electoral campaign that coincided with this plunge into the American heartland and that, even if the campaign wasn’t in any way my main concern, sometimes imposed its own schedule on me.
But that is essentially how things occurred.
These fifteen thousand miles of slow travel were made by road, through this world of a nation that, like so many Americans, I quickly realized I didn’t know all that well. Roads great and small; mythic roads and forgotten roads; Route 101 from the Oregon border to the Mexican frontier; Route 1, Robert Kramer’s road, but taken backward, toward Florida; Route 49, along the Sierra Nevada; Route 61, from north to south; Route 66, or at least what’s left of it, west of the Grand Canyon, where the phantoms of The Grapes of Wrath still hover; numbered roads; official roads; roads that have been paved, planned, and standardized and roads that, whether they run alongside the Mississippi or the Pacific, whether they cross the hills of Nebraska, the pine forests and gorges of Colorado or the stone gardens, mounds of sculpted granite, and sudden dust storms of the South Dakota plains, all reinvent their landscapes, resketch their borders, and appear once again almost exotic; this endless intermeshing of roads that I sometimes feel, along with the railroad, made the United States, made them united and, at the same time, helped preserve the country’s uncompromising and vigorous diversity. . . .
I mention Kerouac. But I could also have mentioned filmmakers. I could have mentioned Wim Wenders. Or the Hitchcock of North by  Northwest. Or Easy Rider. Or Vanishing Point. Or even, but at greater length, Kramer’s film Route One/USA. I could, in fact, have mentioned any one of those road movies that, much more than Tocqueville, much more than any European essayist, have shaped my imagination of America as well, I think, as that of an entire generation born after the Second World War. And I could also have quoted the Thoreau of the “old, meandering, dry, uninhabited roads, which lead away from towns.” Or the Whitman who, “afoot and light-hearted,” takes “to the open road” on this “rude, silent, incomprehensible” earth. Or even Nabokov, claiming that the car is “the only place in America with no noise and no draft,” which is why he so liked to travel by automobile. If I mention Kerouac, then, if I immediately thought of Kerouac when I arrived, for instance, in San Francisco, if On the Road was, from one end of my journey to the other, a serviceable and secret guidebook, it’s because proceeding thus, taking the time, like him, to cross this country on the ground, following these four-lane ribbons, these lifelines of the landscape, merging with the tongues of asphalt and sometimes, in the desert, the tongues of fire that are American roads, choosing, in other words, the paths that seem at first the longest, offered an entire range of advantages that, for a writer, soon turned out to be decisive.
It’s the possibility of daydreaming.
It’s an exercise in pace and patience.
It’s a way of entering into that trancelike state, that alert and vigilant lethargy that lovers of high speeds know, that makes one all the more receptive to the sudden appearance of the unexpected.
While flying in an airplane abolishes time and distance, while it puts you in immediate touch with a point of arrival that is never really foreshadowed, while the train itself is, in Proust’s words, a “magical” vehicle that transports you as though by enchantment, with almost no effort or gradation, from Paris to Florence and elsewhere, this journey, this long, enduring journey by car, this ground-level journey that spares you nothing of the tectonics of space and hence of time, allows the traveler to experience a mode of the finite that alone can allow him to come to terms with the finitude of landscapes and faces.
Or rather: by yielding that sense of distance and gravity of places back to the traveler; by adding to that a sense of immensity, previously inconceivable; by pursuing a frontier that seems to keep hiding, growing ever more distant as he approaches it; by a continuous alternation of deserts, mountains, plains inhabited and deserted, huge cities and makeshift villages, more deserts, Indian reservations, parks; finally, by playing remorselessly on this yearning for freedom that, in most modern modes of travel, lingers only as an improbable memory, this kind of journey has the additional merit of offering a reminiscence, a kind of condensation, of the great founding myths of the American nation: land promised and refused, lines of escape, shimmering horizons, the wall of the Pacific, the American dream—the last chance, in this world, to have even a whiff of that rite-of-passage experience that for centuries was the discovery, by each individual, of America.
And then, finally, choosing asphalt rather than flight and the thoughts that go with flight, riding “the white line in the holy road” (Kerouac again) “to a nonexistent destination,” rolling along, not letting yourself be discouraged either by those supermarkets of sleep that the motels of the past have become or by those Potemkin villages that, from time to time, between two franchised feeding machines, are meant to reinject a little actual humanity into a space that tends to neutral impersonality, riding on, always riding—isn’t that form of travel the only one suitable for a writer: wandering along, dallying, going somewhere and nowhere at the same time, hesitating, testing the wind, letting chance flirt with you, improvising?
For actually there wasn’t much logistical preparation for this journey.
Aside from a general itinerary glanced at before leaving, which I’m not even sure I kept to all that scrupulously, there wasn’t much organization; little premeditation; not too many preordained appointments, organized well in advance from afar; or, if there were, they were a beginning, not an end; a point of entrance, never of completion; a trick to tame the place and, afterward, lose yourself in it.
One day, the shock of an anonymous face.
Another, the “devouring haste” of a suburbanized urban landscape. Another, an incident; an accident at first stripped of meaning; a Tocquevillean policeman demonstrating that the American road has also, alas, become a place of choice for the insane injunction to “keep moving”; the disturbing strangeness of a cliché; a scene of daily life, seemingly ordinary or, rather, infraordinary—a poor, laughable county fair in what Gustave Flaubert called “the litter of the everyday.”
Still another, a meeting with an anti-Semitic Indian chief; a childlike archdemagogue who happens to be president; a would-be future president; a Hollywood star talking away like a politician; a writer mistaking himself for an Indian; a clarinet-playing filmmaker; a waitress at a bar singing, in a low voice, the black sun of her cursed existence; a tycoon; a poor white man in New Orleans; a Louisiana journalist predicting an imminent flood; an evangelical zealot of God; a severe, enlightened higher-up in the Mormon Church—all of them leading roles in the prodigious human comedy that is also America; the color-studded, larger-than-life characters of the great permanent performance it has always offered—a show that seems less likely than ever to shut down.
And then yet another: nothing; a sensation; an impression; the vision, like a lamp floating in a pink sky, of the tip of Seattle’s first skyscraper; the friendly spirits of Savannah; the dreamy sensuality of a young girl in San Diego; the new, endless light of the Los Angeles freeway; a conversation in a countryside brothel on the edge of Death Valley; the ghost of a gold prospector; the impalpable, almost unfindable, but all the more tragic traces of Fitzgerald and Hemingway; a jazz tune in New Orleans; a storm in Florida; the good, cheerful presence of a lifelong companion; a minister in Birmingham crying as he remembered the civil-rights struggles; the tumult of song rising to the rafters of another church, in Memphis; a sentence left unfinished; a sign not necessarily decoded; all these miraculous or malicious nothings, sometimes those moments of happiness that I have tried to capture in words and that form the other prize, in my eyes, of this journey.
Is it the route that creates the traffic or vice versa, asks Leopold Bloom in Joyce’s Ulysses. It’s the road, in any case, that made this book. The road has made the method that in turn inspired this impossible portrait of America.

LE VOYAGE EN AMÉRIQUE

CHAPTER I
First Visions (FROM NEWPORT TO DES MOINES)
A People and Its Flag
IT WAS HERE, not too far south of Boston, on the East Coast, which still bears the mark of Europe so clearly, that Alexis de Tocqueville came ashore: Newport, Rhode Island. This well-kept Easton’s Beach. These yachts. These Palladian mansions and painted wooden houses that remind me of the beach towns of Normandy. A naval museum. An athenaeum library. Bed-and-breakfasts with a picture of the owner displayed instead of a sign. Gorgeous trees. Tennis courts. A Georgian-style synagogue, exhibited as the oldest in the United States: with its well-polished pale wood, its fluted columns, its spotless black rattan chairs, its large candelabra, its plaque engraved with clear-cut letters in memory of Isaac Touro and the six or seven great spiritual leaders who succeeded him, its American flag standing next to the Torah scroll under glass; it seems to me, on the contrary, strangely modern.
And then, precisely, the flags: a riot of American flags, at crossroads, on building fronts, on car hoods, on pay phones, on the furniture displayed in the windows along Thames Street, on the boats tied to the dock and on the moorings with no boats, on beach umbrellas, on parasols, on bicycle saddlebags— everywhere, in every form, flapping in the wind or on stickers, an epidemic of flags that has spread throughout the city. There are also, as it happens, a lot of Japanese flags. A Japanese cultural festival is opening, with exhibitions of prints, sushi samples on the boardwalk, sumo wrestling in the street, barkers enticing passersby to come see these wonders, these monsters: “Come on! Look at them—all white and powdered! Three hundred pounds! Legs like hams! So fat they can’t even walk! They needed three seats in the airplane! Step right up!” And, therefore, white flags with a red ball, symbol of the Land of the Rising Sun, hang from the balconies on this street of jewelers near the harbor where I’m searching for a restaurant, to have lunch. In the end, though, it’s the American flag that dominates. One is struck by the omnipresence of the Star-Spangled Banner, even on the T-shirts of the kids who come to watch the sumo wrestlers as the little crowd cheers them on.
It’s the flag of the American cavalry in westerns. It’s the flag of Frank Capra movies. It’s the fetish that is there, in the frame, every time the American president appears. It’s the beloved flag, almost a living being, the use of which, I understand, is subject not just to rules but to an extremely precise code of flag behavior: don’t get it dirty, don’t copy it, don’t tattoo it onto your body, never let it fall on the ground, never hang it upside down, don’t insult it, don’t burn it. On the other hand, if it gets too old, if it can no longer be used, if it can’t be flown, then you must burn it; yes, instead of throwing it out or bundling it up, better to burn it than abandon it in the trash. It’s the flag that was offended by Kid Rock at the Super Bowl, and it’s the flag of Michael W. Smith in his song “There She Stands,” written just after September 11, in which “she” is none other than “it,” the flag, the American symbol that was targeted, defiled, attacked, scorned by the barbarians, but is always proudly unfurled.
It’s a little strange, this obsession with the flag. It’s incomprehensible for someone who, like me, comes from a country virtually without a flag—where the flag has, so to speak, disappeared; where you see it flying only in front of official buildings; and where any nostalgia and concern for it, any evocation of it, is a sign of an attachment to the past that has become almost ridiculous. Is this flag obsession a result of September 11? A response to that trauma whose violence we Europeans persist in underestimating but which, three years later, haunts American minds as much as ever? Should we reread those pages in Tocqueville on the good fortune of being sheltered by geography from violations of the nation’s territorial space and come to see in this return to the flag a neurotic abreaction to the astonishment that the violation actually occurred? Or is it something else entirely? An older, more conflicted relationship of America with itself and with its national existence? A difficulty in being a nation, more severe than in the flagless countries of old Europe, that produces this compensatory effect?
Leafed through the first few pages of One Nation, After All, which the author, the sociologist Alan Wolfe, gave me last night. Maybe the secret lies in this “after all.” Maybe American patriotism is more complex, more painful, than it seems at first glance, and perhaps its apparent excessiveness comes from that. Or perhaps it has to do, as Tocqueville saw it, rather with a kind of “reflective patriotism” which, unlike the “instinctive love” that reigned during the regimes of times past, is forced to exaggerate when it comes to emblems and symbols. To be continued . . .
Tell Me What Your Prisons Are...
TOCQUEVILLE’S FIRST INTENTION was, we tend to forget, to investigate the American penal system. He went beyond that, of course. He analyzed the political system and American society in its entirety better than anyone. But as his notes, his journal, his letters to Kergorlay and others, and the very text of Democracy in America attest, it was with this business of prisons that everything began, and that’s why I too, after Newport, asked to see the New York prison of Rikers Island, that city within a city on an island that is not shown on every map—a place few New Yorkers seem to take much notice of.
A meeting with Mark J. Cranston, of the New York City Department of Corrections, this Tuesday morning at 5:00 A.M. in Queens, at the entrance to a bridge that doesn’t lead anywhere open to the public. Landscape of desolate shoreline in the foggy morning light. Electric barbed-wire fences. High walls. A checkpoint, as at the edge of a war zone, where the prison guards, almost all of them black, greet one another as they come on duty, and—heading in the opposite direction, packed into barred buses that look like school buses—the prisoners, also mainly black, or Hispanic, who are driven with chains on their feet to courthouses in the Bronx and Queens. A security badge along with my photo. Frisked. On the other side of the East River, in the fog, a white boat like a ghost ship, where, for lack of space, the least dangerous criminals are locked up. And very soon, clinging to New York (La Guardia is so close that, at times, when the wind blows from a certain quarter, the noise from the planes makes you raise your voice or even stop talking), the ten prison buildings that make up this fortress, this enclave cut off from everything, this anti-utopian reservation.
The common room, dirty gray, where the people arrested during the night are assembled, seated on makeshift benches. A small cell, No. 14, where two prisoners (white—is that by chance?) have been isolated. A neater dormitory, with clean sheets, where a sign indicates, as in Manhattan bars, that the zone is “smoke-free.” A man, weirdly agitated, who, taking me for a health inspector, hurries toward me to complain about the mosquitoes. And before we arrive at the detention center proper, before the row of cells, all identical, like minuscule horse stalls, a labyrinth of corridors sliced with bars and opening onto the series of “social” areas they persist in showing me: a chapel; a mosque; a volleyball court from which a distant birdsong rises; a library, where everyone is free, they tell me, to consult law manuals; another room, finally, where there are three open boxes of letters, marked GRIEVANCE, LEGAL AID, and SOCIAL SERVICES. At first sight you’d think it is a dilapidated hospital, but one obsessed with hygiene: the enormous black female guard, her belt studded with keys, who is guiding me through this maze explains that the first thing to do when a delinquent arrives is to have him take a shower in order to disinfect him; later on she tells me—in the nice booming voice of a guard who has wound up, since there’s no other choice, liking these prisoners—that the second urgent thing is to run a battery of psychological tests to identify the suicidal temperaments; prisoners call to her as we pass, insult her because they’ve been denied the use of the recreation room or the canteen, make farting noises at which she doesn’t bat an eye, stop her sometimes to confide a wish to live or die; it’s only when you look at them up close, obviously, that things become more complicated.
This man with shackled feet. This other one, handcuffs on his wrists and gloves over the handcuffs, because just last week he hid eight razor blades in his ass before throwing himself on a guard to cut his throat. These wild-animal glares, hard to endure. These prisoners for whom a secure system of serving hatches had to be invented, because they took advantage of the moment when their scrap of food was slid over to them to bite the guard’s hand. The little Hispanic man, hand on his ear, streaming blood, screaming that he should be taken to the infirmary, under the shouts of his black co-detainees—the guard tells me he has a “Rikers cut,” a ritual gash made to the ear or face of an inmate by the big shots of the Latin Kings and the Bloods, the gangs that control the prison. The shouts, the fuck yous, the enraged banging on the metal doors in the maximum-security section. Farther on, at the end of the section, in one of the three “shower cells,” which open onto the corridor, the spectacle of a bearded, naked giant jerking off in front of an impassive female guard, to whom he shouts in the voice of a madman, “Come and get me, bitch! Come on!” And then the cry of alarm my guard lets out when, dying of thirst, I bend toward a sink in the hallway: “No! Not there! Don’t drink there!” Marking my surprise, she regains her composure. Excuses herself. Stammers out that it’s all right, it’s just the prisoners’ sink, I could have drunk there. But her reflex says a lot about sanitary conditions in the jail. Rikers Island is actually a “jail,” not a “prison.” It accepts those who have been charged and await sentencing as well as those sentenced to less than a year. What would this be like if it were a real prison? How would these people be treated if they were hardened criminals?
On the way back with Mark Cranston, taking the bridge that leads to the normal world and noticing what I hadn’t noticed when I arrived— namely, that from where I am and, most likely, from the volleyball court and the exercise yard and even certain cells, you can see, as if you were touching it, the Manhattan skyline—I can’t dodge this question: Does the impression of having brushed with hell arise because Rikers is cut off or because it is so close to everything? And then another question occurs to me when Cranston, anxious about the impression his “house” has made, explains that the island used to be a huge garbage dump where the city’s trash was unloaded: Prison or dumping ground? A kind of replacement, on the same site, of society’s trash by its rejects? First impressions of the system. First briefing.
On Religion in General, and Baseball in Particular
LEAVING THE CITY behind. Yes, leaving New York, which I know too well. Fast, and through a driving rain. We are on the way to Cooperstown, a miniature village in the central part of the state that has managed at least three times to be in the heart of high-tension zones in American history. It was the town of James Fenimore Cooper, and thus of the symbolic responsibility for the slaughter of the Indians. It lies in a region that, before the Civil War, fleeing slaves and their smugglers passed through. And last but not least, since this is the claim to fame to which it seems most attached, it is the world capital of baseball.
I spend the night in a wooden chalet that has been transformed into a bed-and-breakfast, with ceramic rabbits in the garden and a magazine in the bedroom that explains how to “live comfortably at thirty,” how to be “older than seventy and still be in love,” and “six ways to get your daily glass of milk.” The house is run by two commanding women, mother and daughter, who wear identical bloodred canvas aprons and look the spitting image of Margaret Thatcher at two stages of her life. I spend time in the morning listening to these ladies tell me the history of their house. The building was actually created a century ago by an officer in the Civil War, but it has been renovated so as to hide all antique traces. “Are you interested in the bed-and-breakfast business, which is the passion of our existence?” one of them asks. “Is this your first experience? Did you like it? I’m glad you did, since there are as many bed-and-breakfasts as there are owners. Everyone puts their mark on it—it’s an art, a religion. No, that’s not the word, ‘religion.’ We don’t make any difference here between religions—no more than we would with the Yankees and the Red Sox. Who won, by the way?” (She has turned toward a customer in shorts and undershirt who is sitting at the table next to mine. He shrugs as he wolfs down a huge slab of bacon.) “See, he doesn’t know. That means it doesn’t count. And you—what are you? Oh! Jewish. Oh! Atheist. That’s okay. . . . Everyone does what they want. . . . In this business you have to like ninety-nine percent of your clients. . . .”
The breakfast was a little long. But now I’m in the immense museum, completely disproportionate to the dollhouses in the rest of the town, where this great national sport is honored, this sport that contributes to establishing people’s identities and that has truly become part of their civic and patriotic religion, which is baseball: Isn’t there, in the Hall of Fame adjoining the museum, a plaque devoted to those champions who interrupted their careers to serve in American wars?
This is not a museum; it’s a church. These are not rooms; they’re chapels. The visitors themselves aren’t really visitors but devotees, meditative and fervent. I hear one of them asking, in a low voice, if it’s true that the greatest champions are buried here—beneath our feet, as if we were at Westminster Abbey or in the Imperial Crypt beneath the Kapuziner Church in Vienna. And every effort is made to sanctify Cooperstown itself, this cradle of the national religion, this new Nazareth, this simple little town that nothing prepared for its election and yet which was present at the birth of the thing. Consider the edifying history, told in the exhibition rooms and the brochures, of the scientific commission created at the beginning of the twentieth century by a former baseball player who became a millionaire and launched a nationwide contest on the theme “Send us your oldest baseball memory”: he collected the testimony of an old engineer from Denver who in 1839, in Cooperstown, in front of the tailor’s shop, saw Abner Doubleday, later a Northern general and a Civil War hero, the man who would fire the first shot against the Southerners, explain the game to passersby, set down the rules, and, in fact, baptize it.
It was in honor of this story that the year 1939, exactly a century later, was chosen for the inauguration of the museum. It’s because of this story that, in a well-known article in Natural History, the paleontologist and baseball fan Stephen Jay Gould recalled that a long-ago exhibit at the museum noted that “in the hearts of those who love baseball” the Yankee general remains “the lad in the pasture where the game was invented.” It’s because of it, again, that the big stadium nearby—where, they say, some of the finest games in the country are played—is called Doubleday Field and bears on its front the fine, proud inscription BIRTH-PLACE OF BASEBALL. And what can one say, finally, of the commissioner of baseball, Bud Selig, who at Arlington a few years ago placed a wreath on the tomb of the Unknown Soldier and publicly remembered Abner Doubleday, that son of Cooperstown, also buried in the National Cemetery, officially proclaiming him on that day, before the eyes of America and the world, the pope of the national religion? That day not just the town but the entire United States joined in a celebration that had the twofold merit of associating the national pastime with the traditional rural values that Fenimore Cooper’s town embodies and also with the patriotic grandeur that the name Doubleday bears.
The only problem, Tim Wiles, the museum’s director of research, tells me, is that Abner Doubleday, in the legendary year of 1839, wasn’t in Cooperstown but at West Point; that the old engineer who was supposed to have played that first game with him was just five years old then; that the word baseball had already appeared in 1815, in a novel by Jane Austen, and in 1748, in a private letter found in England; that a baseball scholar, an eminent member of the Society for American Baseball Research, had just discovered, in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, an even older trace; that the Egyptians had, it seems, their own form of the game. The only problem, he says, is that we have always known—since 1939, in fact, since the museum’s opening—that baseball is a sport of the people, and even if, like all sports of the people, it suffers from a lack of written archives, its origin is age-old. The only problem is that this history is a myth, and every year millions of men and women come, like me, to visit a town devoted entirely to the celebration of a myth.
The False as Will and Representation
TWO HYPOTHESES TO work from. Either the visitors in question are ignoramuses who believe, in good faith, that it’s all true. Or, on the contrary, they are in the know; they are aware that the story doesn’t hold water; but the subject excites them so much that they keep informed about the discoveries of the thousands of baseball scholars who form one of the most curious, yet also one of the most serious, learned societies in this country and who are all in full agreement about the falsity of the legend; they celebrate a myth without for a moment ignoring that it’s a myth, and a hoax.
Here is another scene, which makes me lean toward the second hypothesis. I’m still in Cooperstown, but now I’m in the Farmers’ Museum, which owns many artifacts and exhibits the crafts and traditions of rural American life. These brand-new nineteenth-century costumes. This canoe that smells of green wood, from which a copy of an Indian knife is dangling. A tomahawk with its wooden handle freshly cut. A cardboard cow, warranted to be a faithful reproduction of the cows of that era. Dr. Jackson’s office, his instrument case, his water pitcher, his stethoscope, his washbasin. The garden where the plants he must have cultivated at the time have been reinvented. A cemetery whose grave-stones are real but where no corpses are buried. Finally, women who, in their caps, their aprons, their unbleached cotton dresses, act like real farmers running actual businesses, whereas here again, everything is false. “What do you do for a living? I’m a nineteenth-century weaver at the Farmers’ Museum in Cooperstown (or an herbalist, or a baker). Every day I put on my costume and go play my role.” I’m sure the museum possesses relics, actual objects from the era, vestiges, but they prefer facsimiles. They want the new to simulate the old. The whole idea is not to preserve but to reconstitute a false truth and celebrate it as such. Defeat of the archive. Triumph of kitsch.
And then here’s another case, even more extravagant. Far off, right in the middle of the reconstituted village, there is a tent where a crowd larger than the one in front of Dr. Jackson’s office or the herbalist’s garden is gathered. As we come near it, we see an empty zone beneath the tent surrounded by thick braided ropes, the kind used in museums. And in the middle a gypsum statue just over ten feet long, lying down, its ribs jutting out, one hand on its stomach, as if mummified. They call it the Cardiff Giant, and its history goes like this. The scene is Cardiff, New York, in 1869: workmen digging a well on a farm belonging to William C. “Stub” Newell unearth this mummified giant. Word spreads to Syracuse. Much discussion in the county about whether it’s a fossil or a work of art. A consortium is created, which, leaning toward the fossil thesis and thinking it’s the remains of a prehistoric man, exhibits the discovery, first in a tent on Newell’s farm, then throughout the state, transporting it from town to town. Except there’s a catch. The object has a strange look to it. Certain details—the toes, the penis—are too well preserved. Some witnesses, moreover, begin to gossip that they saw a wagon transporting a block of gypsum to a marble sculptor’s place in Chicago, and then others saw the same wagon arrive here, loaded with a large wooden crate. So the idea is first insinuated, then asserted, that the whole business is a fake—that the pores of the skin, for instance, were made by pounding the gypsum with a piece of wood studded with nails, and that Newell’s friend George Hull, a cigar manufacturer from Binghamton, New York, buried this false mummy on Newell’s farm. But how does the world react? The hoax giant is still exhibited, as if nothing had happened. P. T. Barnum, the great showman, tries to buy it and, furious at being refused, has a copy made, which he exhibits in New York City. During this time, the original false giant goes to the Pan-American Exhibition. It is bought in the early 1930s by a rich publisher from Iowa. Then, in 1939, by the New York State Historical Association. Finally, in 1948, it’s transported to Cooperstown, where it has been on display ever since, after its truly national funeral. So today people come from all over the United States to admire the biggest, most famous, most official example of the fake.
To revere a counterfeit as if it were real. To prefer in a museum, even when one has a choice, recent artifacts over relics. To rewrite the history of an age-old pastime as if it were a national sport. What is at stake in each case is a relationship to time, and in particular to the past. As if, for this nation so eminently oriented toward its future, having a past can only be sustained by reappropriating it through well-calculated words and deeds. As if with all one’s strength—including the strength and power of myth and forgery—one had to reassert the power of the present over the past. Or the opposite, which comes down to the same thing: as if the pain were having not enough past rather than too much; and as if people fell back on the theme of “Since we weren’t there for the child’s baptism, let’s at least be there when the man’s last words are spoken.” I think back to the Hall of Fame in the Museum of Baseball. And I see that, in the end, the real blank space, the real unspoken thing, has to do with the absence of a word (cricket) and a fact (when all is said and done, the English origin, dating back to the first English colonists, of an American sport). Cancel the debt. Revoke “the name of the father.” Self-generation of a culture that wants to be descended from its own handiwork and, accordingly, rewrites its great and small genealogies. An American neurosis?
They Shoot Cities, Don’t They?
THAT A CITY could die: for a European, that is unthinkable. And yet . . .
Buffalo, a city that was once the glory of America, its showcase, where two presidents once lived (and where one was shot and another inaugurated), a city that on this late July afternoon—the anniversary, by the way, of Tocqueville’s visit, in 1831—offers a landscape of desolation: long avenues without cars, stretching out to infinity; not a single good restaurant to dine in; few hotels; improvised gardens in place of buildings; deserted lots in place of gardens; trees that are dead or diseased; boarded-up office buildings, disintegrating or about to be torn down. Yes, a city where you can still find some of the finest specimens of urban architecture in America and some of the earliest skyscrapers is now reduced to destroying them, because an unoccupied building is a building that is breaking apart and, one day or another, will fall on your head. The library is on the verge of financial collapse. There are streets that seem not to have any running water or mail delivery. Even the main train station, which during the era of the steelworks was a major hub, is now only a shell, an enormous abandoned sugarloaf, with rusted metal signs, wind howling, crows flying around it, and, in big letters, THE NEW YORK CENTRAL RAILROAD, already half effaced.
Lackawanna, about ten miles south of Buffalo. The worst thing here is the factory. It was once a modern enterprise, and the region’s heart. All that’s left are cone-shaped mounds of coal or iron in lots overgrown with weeds. Extinguished chimneys. Blackened, unmoving freight cars. Warehouses with broken windows. And inside one of the warehouses, which I sneak into: sagging armchairs; shelves of twisted metal where files have been left; yellowed photographs of beaming employees, confident of the eternal greatness of their factory; crumpled copies of The Bu falo News; charred plastic gas masks; on one wall, an assembly of manometers, barometers, steam gauges, rubber thermometers eaten away by humidity; clocks—I count four—all stopped at the same hour. If I didn’t know the history of Bethlehem Steel; if I didn’t know that they closed this factory twenty years ago because of tragic but commonplace foreign competition; if I didn’t know that the city itself still lives, with a tiny life indeed, but a life all the same; if I hadn’t, for instance, read the story of those six Arab Americans who hid here after September 11, the ones the FBI arrested, I could almost believe in a natural catastrophe, a cataclysm—of the kind that leaves standing the calcified façades of those towns that had to be evacuated, with no time to carry anything away, because of an earthquake, a tsunami, a volcano.
Cleveland. Not so sad. Not so broken. A real will, above all, to revitalize the destroyed neighborhoods. At a meeting in a church at breakfast time, with Mort Mandell and Neighborhood Progress Inc., are gathered in great austerity a dozen or so men of means, with their slightly old-fashioned pearl-gray suits, white hair, and fine austere faces, successors to the Gunds, the Van Sweringens, the Jacobses, those Protestant and Jewish philanthropists who flourished with the greatness of the city. With slides and diagrams at hand, they’re thinking about how to rehabilitate the heart of this city which, even if they have deserted it, even if they went elsewhere to make their fortunes or their lives, remains their “little homeland.” Here, too, deserted neighborhoods. Empty parking lots. Cars prowling along Euclid and Prospect, between East Fifth and East Sixth. Winos in municipal buildings. Empty or bricked-up churches, yet I keep being told about the renewal in America of evangelical faith and morality. A fire station with a sign, BUDGET CUTS ARE SUICIDE. A rotary planted with flowers that women feel sorry for and water since no one goes there anymore. And this detail, which didn’t strike me in Buffalo: the absence of billboards on certain avenues. But on a wall next to a razed building, an inscription, in capital letters from the last century, reappearing the way wreckage washes up: ATTORNEY AT LAW. Farther on, in a vacant lot, on the last remaining wall of a vanished building, a sign from another time, preposterous witness to a previous life: THE HOTTEST JEANS ON TWO LEGS.
And finally Detroit, sublime Detroit, the city that during the war, because of its car and steel factories, called itself “the arsenal of democracy,” but that once one has entered it—whether in the Brush Park area, north of downtown, or, worse, East Detroit—seems like an immense, deserted Babylon, a futuristic city whose inhabitants have fled: more burned or razed houses; collapsed façades and roofs that the next heavy rain will carry away; trash heaps in former gardens; prowlers; dumpster divers; nature reasserting its rights; foxes, some
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