
  Author’s Note


  The fourteen pieces included here – two short stories and twelve essays and reviews – are reproduced in order of composition: an acknowledgement of the obvious truth that our understanding of September 11 is incremental and can never hope to be intact and entire. I have added to all of them (the Tony Blair travelogue has grown by 40 per cent), and I have cut nothing, briefly tempting though it was, at times, to cover my tracks. For example, the first piece – published on September 18, 2001 – has a slightly hallucinatory quality (it is fevered by shock and by rumour), and also indulges in what Paul Berman, the author of Terror and Liberalism, has called ‘rationalist naïveté’ – a reflexive search for the morally intelligible, which always leads to the chimera of ‘moral equivalence’. Similarly, the longest essay, ‘Terror and Boredom: The Dependent Mind’, written in the midst of the Cartoons Affair and the Pope’s inflammatory indiscretion, is rather heavy on ‘respect’ for Islam. These misemphases are preserved. But I admit that I silently revised my remarks on Israel in the piece called ‘The Wrong War’.


  Terror and boredom are very old friends, as one-time residents of Russia (and other countries) will uneasily recall. The other face of the coin of Islamist terror is boredom – the nullity of the non-conversation we are having with the dependent mind. It is a mind with which we share no discourse. But if September 11 had to happen, then I am not at all sorry that it happened in my lifetime. That day and what followed from it: this is a narrative of misery and pain, and also of desperate fascination. Geopolitics may not be my natural subject, but masculinity is. And have we ever seen the male idea in such outrageous garb as the robes, combat fatigues, suits and ties, jeans, tracksuits, and medics’ smocks of the Islamic radical? I was once asked: ‘Are you an Islamophobe?’ And the answer is no. What I am is an Islamismophobe, or better say an anti-Islamist, because a phobia is an irrational fear, and it is not irrational to fear something that says it wants to kill you. The more general enemy, of course, is extremism. What has extremism ever done for anyone? Where are its gifts to humanity? Where are its works?


  M.A., London, August 2007


  The Second Plane


  It was the advent of the second plane, sharking in low over the Statue of Liberty: that was the defining moment. Until then, America thought she was witnessing nothing more serious than the worst aviation disaster in history; now she had a sense of the fantastic vehemence ranged against her.


  I have never seen a generically familiar object so transformed by affect (‘emotion and desire as influencing behaviour’). That second plane looked eagerly alive, and galvanised with malice, and wholly alien. For those thousands in the South Tower, the second plane meant the end of everything. For us, its glint was the worldflash of a coming future.


  Terrorism is political communication by other means. The message of September 11 ran as follows: America, it is time you learned how implacably you are hated. United Airlines Flight 175 was an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile, launched in Afghanistan, and aimed at her innocence. That innocence, it was here being claimed, was a luxurious and anachronistic delusion.


  A week after the attack, one is free to taste the bile of its atrocious ingenuity. It is already trite but stringently necessary to emphasise that such a mise en scène would have embarrassed a studio executive’s storyboard or a thriller-writer’s notebook (‘What happened today was not credible,’ were the stunned and wooden words of Tom Clancy, the author of The Sum of All Fears). And yet in broad daylight and full consciousness that outline became established reality: a score or so of Stanley knives produced two million tons of rubble. Several lines of US policy were bankrupted by the events of last Tuesday, among them national missile defence. Someone realised that the skies of America were already teeming with missiles, each of them primed and cocked.


  The plan was to capture four airliners in the space of half an hour. All four would be bound for the west coast, to ensure maximum fuel load. The first would crash into the North Tower just as the working day hit full stride. Then a pause of fifteen minutes, to give the world time to gather round its TV sets. With that attention secured, the second plane would crash into the South Tower, and in that instant America’s youth would turn into age.


  If the architect of this destruction was Osama bin Laden, who is a qualified engineer, then he would certainly know something about the stress equations of the World Trade Center. He would also know something about the effects of ignited fuel: at 500˚C (a third of the temperature actually attained), steel loses 90 per cent of its strength. He must have anticipated that one or both of the towers would collapse. But no visionary cinematic genius could hope to recreate the majestic abjection of that double surrender, with the scale of the buildings conferring its own slow motion. It was well understood that an edifice so demonstrably comprised of concrete and steel would also become an unforgettable metaphor. This moment was the apotheosis of the postmodern era – the era of images and perceptions. Wind conditions were also favourable; within hours, Manhattan looked as though it had taken ten megatons.


  Meanwhile, a third plane would crash into the Pentagon, and a fourth would crash into Camp David (the site of the first Arab–Israeli accord) or possibly into the White House (though definitely not into Air Force One: this rumour was designed to excuse Bush’s meanderings on the day). The fourth plane crashed, upside down, not into a landmark but into the Pennsylvanian countryside, after what seems to have been heroic resistance from the passengers. The fate of the fourth plane would normally have been one of the stories of the year. But not this year. The fact that for the first few days one struggled to find more than a mention of it gives some idea of the size of the American defeat.


  My wife’s sister had just taken her children to school and was standing on the corner of Fifth Avenue and 11th Street at 8.58 a.m., on the eleventh day of the ninth month of 2001 (the duo-millennial anniversary of Christianity). For a moment she imagined herself to be on a runway at Kennedy Airport. She looked up to see the glistening under-belly of the 767, a matter of yards above her head. (Another witness described plane number one as ‘driving’ down Fifth Avenue at 400 mph.) There is a modest arch that fronts Washington Square Park; American Airlines Flight 11 from Boston to Los Angeles was flying so low that it had to climb to clear it.


  We have all watched aeroplanes approach, or seem to approach, a large building. We tense ourselves as the supposed impact nears, even though we are sure that this is a parallax illusion, and that the plane will cruise grandly on. My sister-in-law was right behind Flight 11. She urged it to swerve, to turn into the plentiful blue sky. But the plane did not turn. That afternoon her children would be bringing refreshments to the block-long queue waiting to give blood at St Vincent’s.


  Now the second aircraft, and the terror revealed – the terror doubled, or squared. We speak of ‘plane rage’ but it was the plane itself that was in frenzy, one felt, as it gunned and steadied and then smeared itself into the South Tower. Even the flames and smoke were opulently evil, with their vampiric reds and blacks. Murder-suicide from without was now duplicated within to provide what was perhaps the day’s most desolating spectacle. They flailed and kicked as they came down. As if you could fend off that abysmal drop. You too would flail and kick. You could no more help yourself than you could stop your teeth from chattering at a certain intensity of cold. It is a reflex. It is what human beings do when they fall.


  The Pentagon is a symbol, and the WTC is, or was, a symbol, and an American passenger jet is also a symbol of indigenous mobility and zest, and of the galaxy of glittering destinations. The bringers of Tuesday’s terror were morally ‘barbaric’, inexpiably so, but they brought a demented sophistication to their work. They took these great American artefacts and pestled them together. Nor is it at all helpful to describe the attacks as ‘cowardly’. Terror always has its roots in hysteria and psychotic insecurity; still, we should know our enemy. The firefighters were not afraid to die for an idea. But the suicide killers belong in a different psychic category, and their battle effectiveness has, on our side, no equivalent. Clearly, they have contempt for life. Equally clearly, they have contempt for death.


  Their aim was to torture tens of thousands, and to terrify hundreds of millions. In this they have succeeded. The temperature of planetary fear has been lifted towards the feverish; ‘the world hum’, in Don DeLillo’s phrase, is now as audible as tinnitus. And yet the most durable legacy has to do with the more distant future, and the disappearance of an illusion about our loved ones, particularly our children. American parents will feel this most acutely, but we will also feel it. The illusion is this. Mothers and fathers need to feel that they can protect their children. They can’t, of course, and never could, but they need to feel that they can. What once seemed more or less impossible, their protection, now seems obviously and palpably inconceivable. So from now on we will have to get by without that need to feel.


  Last Tuesday’s date may not prove epochal; and it should be the immediate task of the present Administration to prevent it from becoming so. Bear in mind: the attack could have been infinitely worse. On September 11 experts from the Centers for Disease Control ‘rushed’ to the scene to test its atmosphere for biological and chemical weapons. They knew that these were a possibility; and they will remain a possibility. There is also the integrally insoluble hazard of America’s inactive nuclear power stations (no nuclear power station has ever been dismantled, anywhere). Equivalent assaults on such targets could reduce enormous tracts of the country to plutonium graveyards for tens of thousands of years. Then there is the near-inevitable threat of terrorist nuclear weapons – directed, perhaps, at nuclear power stations. One of the conceptual tasks to which Bush and his advisers will not be equal is that the Tuesday Terror, for all its studious viciousness, was a mere adumbration. We are still in the first circle.


  It will also be horribly difficult and painful for Americans to absorb the fact that they are hated, and hated intelligibly. How many of them know, for example, that their government has destroyed at least 5 per cent of the Iraqi population? How many of them then transfer that figure to America (and come up with fourteen million)? Various national characteristics – self-reliance, a fiercer patriotism than any in Western Europe, an assiduous geographical incuriosity – have created a deficit of empathy for the sufferings of people far away. Most crucially, and again most painfully, being right and being good support the American self to an almost tautologous degree: Americans are good and right by virtue of being American. Saul Bellow’s word for this habit is ‘angelisation’. On the US-led side, then, we need not only a revolution in consciousness but an adaptation of national character: the work, perhaps, of a generation.


  And on the other side? Weirdly, the world suddenly feels bipolar. All over again the West confronts an irrationalist, agonistic, theocratic/ideocratic system which is essentially and unappeasably opposed to its existence. The old enemy was a superpower; the new enemy isn’t even a state. In the end, the USSR was broken by its own contradictions and abnormalities, forced to realise, in Martin Malia’s words, that ‘there is no such thing as socialism, and the Soviet Union built it’. Then, too, socialism was a modernist, indeed a futurist, experiment, whereas militant fundamentalism is convulsed in a late-medieval phase of its evolution. We would have to sit through a Renaissance and a Reformation, and then await an Enlightenment. And we’re not going to do that.


  What are we going to do? Violence must come; America must have catharsis. We would hope that the response will be, above all, non-escalatory. It should also mirror the original attack in that it should have the capacity to astonish. A utopian example: the crippled and benighted people of Afghanistan, hunkering down for a winter of famine, should not be bombarded with cruise missiles; they should be bombarded with consignments of food, firmly marked LENDLEASE USA. More realistically, unless Pakistan can actually deliver bin Laden, the American retaliation is almost sure to become elephantine. Then terror from above will replenish the source of all terror from below: unhealed wounds. This is the familiar cycle so well caught by the matter, and the title, of V. S. Naipaul’s story ‘Tell Me Who to Kill’.


  Our best destiny, as planetary cohabitants, is the development of what has been called ‘species consciousness’, something over and above nationalisms, blocs, religions, ethnicities. During this week of incredulous misery, I have been trying to apply such a consciousness, and such a sensibility. Thinking of the victims, the perpetrators, and the near future, I felt species grief, then species shame, then species fear.


  September 18, 2001. The Guardian


  The Voice of the Lonely Crowd


  Were I (who to my cost already am

  One of those strange prodigious Creatures, Man)

  A Spirit free, to choose for my own share,

  What Case of Flesh, and Blood, I pleas’d to weare,

  I’d be a Dog, a Monkey, or a Bear

  Or any thing but that vain Animal

  Who is so proud of being rational.


  These bitterly charged lines, from Lord Rochester’s ‘Satyr Against Mankind’, were written in 1675. They now seem somewhat premature, do they not? The age of reason, individuality, and empiricism was on its way; and Rochester was suspicious of the new reality. His worries were needless. On any longer view, man is only fitfully committed to the rational – to thinking, seeing, learning, knowing. Believing is what he’s really proud of.


  After a couple of hours at their desks, on September 12, 2001, all the writers on earth were considering the course that Lenin menacingly urged on Maxim Gorky: a change of occupation. I remember thinking that I was like Josephine, the opera-singing mouse in the Kafka story: Sing? ‘She can’t even squeak.’ A novel is politely known as a work of the imagination; and the imagination, that day, was of course fully commandeered, and to no purpose. Whenever that sense of heavy incredulity seems about to dissipate, I still find, an emergent detail will eagerly replenish it: the ‘pink mist’ in the air, caused by the explosion of the falling bodies; the fact that the second plane, on impact, was travelling at nearly 600 mph, a speed that would bring it to the point of disintegration. What was it like to be a passenger on that plane? What was it like to see it coming towards you?


  An unusual number of novelists chose to write some journalism about September 11 – as many journalists more or less tolerantly noted. I can tell you what those novelists were doing: they were playing for time. The so-called work in progress had been reduced, overnight, to a blue streak of autistic babble. But then, too, a feeling of gangrenous futility had infected the whole corpus. That page headed ‘By the same author’ – which, in the past, was smugly consulted as a staccato biography – could now be dismissed with a sigh and a shake of the head. My own page, as an additional belittlement, ended with a book called The War Against Cliché. I thought: actually we can live with ‘bitter cold’ and ‘searing heat’ and the rest of them. We can live with cliché. What we have to do now, more testingly, is live with war.


  Imaginative writing is understood to be slightly mysterious. In fact it is very mysterious. A great deal of the work gets done beneath the threshold of consciousness, and without the intercession of reason. When the novelists went into newsprint about September 11, there was a murmur to the effect that they were now being obliged to snap out of their solipsistic daydreams: to attend, as best they could, to the facts of life. For politics – once defined as ‘what’s going on’ – suddenly filled the sky. True, novelists don’t normally write about what’s going on; they write about what’s not going on. Yet the worlds so created aspire to pattern and shape and moral point. A novel is a rational undertaking; it is reason at play, perhaps, but it is still reason.


  September 11 was a day of de-Enlightenment. Politics stood revealed as a veritable Walpurgis night of the irrational. And such old, old stuff. The conflicts we now face or fear involve opposed geographical arenas, but also opposed centuries or even millennia. It is a landscape of ferocious anachronisms: nuclear jihad on the Indian subcontinent; the medieval agonism of Islam; the Bronze Age blunderings of the Middle East.


  We recall that Ronald Reagan habitually anathematised the Soviet Union as ‘godless’ (meaning, presumably, that its government was secular). This epithet could hardly be unleashed on Osama bin Laden. So Bush, who is religious, and Blair, who is religious, offered the patent falsehood that the war on terrorism was ‘not about religion’. Iraq is godless too, but this fact is unlikely to be parlayed, just now, into another good reason for invading it.


  The twentieth century, with its scores of millions of supernumerary dead, has been called the age of ideology. And the age of ideology, clearly, was a mere hiatus in the age of religion, which shows little sign of expiry. Since it is no longer permissible to disparage any single faith or creed, let us start disparaging all of them. To be clear: an ideology is a belief system with an inadequate basis in reality; a religion is a belief system with no basis in reality whatever. Religious belief is without reason and without dignity, and its record is near-universally dreadful. It is straight-forward – and never mind, for now, about plagues and famines: if God existed, and if he cared for humankind, he would never have given us religion.


  I was six or seven years old, and I was filling out a school registration form, and I came to the disquieting question, which seemed to visit me from a different world. I ran into the hall and shouted up the stairs, ‘Mum! What religion are we?’ There was a long silence, then: ‘Uh . . . Church of England!’ Yes, thank God for the Church of England: it didn’t commit you to anything at all. In truth, though, ‘Church of England’ was a mortal lie. We weren’t even that.


  Still, I felt an unwelcome distance from the families of my churchgoing friends (this was South Wales, in the 1950s). And I also developed a passion for my religious-knowledge mistress. It was an obscure passion: she was very nice, but she looked like an average witch in the picture-books I was then growing out of, complete with moles, warts, and facial hair of striking luxuriance. I didn’t go to church but I did go to chapel (a soft-drinks party with the occasional parable); and I became a determined collector of Bibles. What you got, so it seemed, was a community and a language. My apostasy, at the age of nine, was vehement. Clearly, I didn’t want the shared words, the shared identity. I forswore chapel; those Bibles were scribbled on and otherwise desecrated, and two or three of them were taken into the back garden and quietly torched.


  In my house, it would please me to claim, God just never came up. But that’s not quite true. Later – we were now in Cambridge – my father spent a day with Yevgeny Yevtushenko, during which there was the following exchange. YY: ‘You atheist?’ KA: ‘Well, yes, but it’s more that I hate him.’ And in the home, when things went wrong, there was a certain amount of hating God, who was informally known as BHQ, or Bastards’ Headquarters. At Cambridgeshire High School for Boys I gave a speech in which I rejected all faith as an affront to common sense. I was an atheist, and I was twelve: it seemed open-and-shut. I had not yet pondered Kant’s rather lenient remark about the crooked timber of humanity, out of which nothing straight is ever built. Nor was I aware that the soul had legitimate needs.


  Much more recently I reclassified myself as an agnostic, or left-agnostic or weak-agnostic; in any event, not quite an atheist. Because atheism, it turns out, isn’t strictly rational either. The sketchiest acquaintance with cosmology will tell you that the universe is not, or is not yet, decipherable by human beings; we are ten or twelve Einsteins away from understanding it. Cosmology will also tell you that the universe is far more bizarre, prodigious, and chillingly grand than any doctrine, and that spiritual needs can be met by its contemplation. Belief is otiose; reality is sufficiently awesome as it stands. Indeed, our isolation in its cold immensity seems to demand a humanistic counterweight – an assertion of human pride. One contemporary manifestation of this need can be seen in our intensified reverence for the planet (James Lovelock’s Gaia and other benign animisms). A strategy with a rather longer history centres on an intensified reverence for art – or, in Matthew Arnold’s formula, for ‘the best which has been thought and said’.


  Literature – the aggregate of written works – has always been the most persistent candidate for cultification, partly because it nonchalantly includes the Bible and all other holy texts. It also has an advantage over conventional faiths in that there is, after all, something tangible to venerate – something boundless, beautiful, and divinely bright. But of course there is an excellent reason why the unacknowledged legislators of mankind are going to remain just that: unacknowledged and unfollowed. Literature forms a single body of thought, yet its voices are intransigently and unenlargeably individual. And the voice of religion, to reposition a phrase often used by that great critic, the Reverend Northrop Frye, is ‘the voice of the lonely crowd’. It is a monologue that seeks the validation of a chorus.


  In my lifetime there have been two attempts to ideologise and communalise literature. The first was the one undertaken by that grizzled relict, F. R. Leavis. Arnold wanted literature to occupy the spaces opened up by the weakening of faith and the unmoorings of the Industrial Revolution. At the outset (in the 1930s), Leavis called for the formation of an academic elite to oppose the vulgarisms of mass communication. His ideas were later systematised as follows: literature lives on only if there is someone around to evaluate it; the judgements the literary critic is concerned with (and this is the big leap) are judgements of life; so every judgement is an act of ‘moral responsibility’ in the essential continuum. To put it another way, no good person likes the literature disliked by Dr Leavis. It may be objected that literary-value judgements are partly the products of emotion, and can never be arrived at by rational means alone (I. A. Richards and William Empson wasted years of their lives trying to systematise the separation of the excellent from the less excellent). But we do see that such an approach – the claim to central moral responsibility – wonderfully magnifies the national role of the English Literature don.


  The Leavisite canon, never extensive, was fiercely defended and regularly purged. When I was at university you could always identify the Leavisites by the sorry dilapidation of their bookshelves. Conrad, James, George Eliot, some Austen, one Dickens (Hard Times), Yeats, T. S. Eliot, Hopkins, and a couple of vanished mediocrities like L. H. Myers and Ronald Bottrall. Left to itself, Leavisism might have ended up with a single text; and that sacred book would have been the collected works of an obvious sociopath – D. H. Lawrence. It had all gone wrong: they were supposed to be judging literature, but literature was judging them, and raucously exposing their provinciality and humourlessness. When Leavis died, in 1978, his clerisy collapsed in a Jonestown of odium theologicum. It left nothing behind it.


  Leavisism was top-down, owing all its sway to the scrawny charisma of its prophet. The current ideology, known to us by the wearying clunk of its initials, is bottom-up, working through the mass and not away from it. There is a vague feeling that PC, having made its gains in the restriction of the sayable, is now in modest retreat. And it is true that the expansionist phase, with its denunciations, its invigilations, its organised execrations, seems to have run its course. On the other hand, PC now occupies the preferred territory of all ideologies: it is among school-children. The language and literature papers in our national exams are becoming implicit invitations to ideological conformity; and everyone knows that there are few marks to be had for bucking the earnest line on, say, Maya Angelou. The weaker pupils will take the false comfort of belonging to a consensus; the stronger will simply receive early training in the practice of hypocritical piety.


  We recognise this mental atmosphere, and its name is anti-intellectualism. Noticeable, too, is the re-emergence of sentiment as the prince of the critical utensils. Commentators respond, not to the novel, but to its personnel, whom they want to ‘care about’, in whom they want to ‘believe’. Such remarks as ‘I didn’t like the characters’ are now thought capable of settling the hash of a work of fiction. This critical approach will eventually elicit what it fully deserves – a literature of ingratiation. And we will then have reached the destiny that Alexis de Tocqueville predicted for American democracy: a flabby stupor of mutual reassurance. The simultaneous consolidation of ‘dumbing down’ is not an accident. PC is low, low church, like the Church of England; it is the lowest common denomination.


  And so we return to the writer’s study, and mid-September 2001. The television, when you dared turn it on, showed Americans queueing for anthrax hosedowns, or the writhing moustaches of Pakistan, prophesying civil war and other unknowable sequelae. I remember the bad-dream feeling, and the dismaying inability to look with any pleasure at my children. Outside, the tinny city seemed to admit that its strategy of reason had been exploded. Even the plodding logic of the traffic lights looked obsolete. Why drive on the left? Why drive on the right?


  The champions of militant Islam are, of course, misogynists, woman-haters; they are also misologists – haters of reason. Their armed doctrine is little more than a chaotic penal code underscored by impotent dreams of genocide. And, like all religions, it is a massive agglutination of stock response, of clichés, of inherited and unexamined formulations. This is the thrust of one of the greatest novels ever written, Ulysses, in which Joyce identifies Roman Catholicism, and anti-Semitism, as fossilisations of dead prose and dead thought.


  After September 11, then, writers faced quantitative change, but not qualitative change. In the following days and weeks, the voices coming from their rooms were very quiet; still, they were individual voices, and playfully rational, all espousing the ideology of no ideology. They stood in eternal opposition to the voice of the lonely crowd, which, with its yearning for both power and effacement, is the most desolate sound you will ever hear. ‘Desolate’, as it happens, provides the dictionary with one of its most elaborate poeticisms. ‘Desolate: giving an impression of bleak and dismal emptiness . . . utterly wretched . . . from L. desolat-, desolare “abandon”, from de-“thoroughly” + solus “alone”.’


  June 2002. The Guardian


  The Wrong War


  We accept that there are legitimate casus belli: acts or situations ‘provoking or justifying’ a recourse to arms. The present debate feels off-centre, and faintly unreal, because the US and the UK are going to war for a new set of reasons (partly undisclosed) while continuing to adduce the old set of reasons (reasons which in this case do not cohere). The new casus belli are a response to the accurate realisation that we have entered a distinct phase in history. The coming assault on Iraq may perhaps be the Last War of the Ottoman Succession; it will certainly be the First War of the Age of Proliferation – the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). The new casus belli are also shaped by September 11.


  September 11 has given to us a planet we barely recognise. In a sense it revealed what was already there, largely unremarked, since the collapse of the Soviet Union: the unprecedented preponderance of a single power. It also revealed the long-established but increasingly dynamic loathing of the West in the Islamic nations, a loathing much exacerbated by America’s relationship with their chief source of humiliation, Israel; this is a relationship that many non-Muslims consider unnatural, the present writer included (but for rather different reasons). In addition, like all ‘acts of terrorism’ – easily and unsubjectively defined as organised violence that targets civilians – September 11 was an attack on morality: we felt a general deficit. Who, on September 10, was expecting by Christmastime to be reading unscandalised editorials in
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