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As human society grows older, its
best art and its best cultural

analyses have revealed how s i m u l t a n e-
o u s life is in the midst of all its events,
experiences, and the re p o rted “news”
that takes place. In the past, we tended
to re g a rd everything as being what it
immediately seemed. If a war had
begun, we concentrated on the thre a t
it posed to ourselves, our families, and
our neighbors. All classes in a society
seemed to pull together, to re g a rd the
other side in a war as the common
e n e m y, to see the leaders of the country
and its military as the agents for pre-
s e rving the nation, its institutions, and
its values.

Tod a y, we are told by some that
because notions such as “enemy, ”
“evil,” and “victory” are ambiguous, we
should run away from them. We are
coaxed, in the name of ambiguity, to
avoid perceiving true threats by con-

tinuing to accept the commonplaces
and other clichés of our art, media, and
c u l t u re. Unfort u n a t e l y, ambiguity is
not the same as simultaneity, and the
v e ry institutions—arts, media, and cul-
t u re—that are meant to enable us to
p e rceive accurately and to understand
m a y, in the end, stand in our way.

Winston Churchill, in one of those
memorable rhetorical exhort a t i o n s
that exemplified so much of his
w a rtime discourse, exclaimed in
November 1942: 

Now this is not the end. It is not even
the beginning of the end. But it is,
p e rhaps, the end of the beginning.

Employing the richly acrobatic dic-
tion of the English language, Churc h i l l
gave a geometrical precision to the cir-
cumstance and time. He was, of course,
also attempting to give a sense of sin-
gularity to a complicated moment.
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Those very lines, and that very singu-
l a r i t y, might be uttered by Pre s i d e n t
G e o rge W. Bush tod a y, as he attempts
to rally his country and the world to
what lies ahead.

For decades now, the dominant
voices of the institutions of American
c u l t u re have promoted and elevated
the principle that certain rights and
f reedoms have a greater weight than
others; furt h e r, that some of these can
be considered to the exclusion of oth-
ers. This often has been argued in
abstract terms, but has frequently taken
the physical forms of protest, demon-
stration, and violence. I am not speak-
ing of the national resolution of
genuine injustices, including pro v i d i n g
civil rights to minorities and to
women, the re f o rm of education and
w e l f a re, and others. I am speaking of
the subsequent development of issues
involving free speech and legal rights,
most of which has occurred in an envi-
ronment of economic well-being, tech-
nological euphoria, and an absence of
major international war. In this period ,
over the past three decades, the lan-
guage of our American culture has
a c q u i red a rhetorical stru c t u re that is
abstract, distracted, and ultimately
( c o n t r a ry to its stated intentions) self-
d e s t ructive and inhumane.

I am suggesting that while we are in
a Churchillian-described moment of
commencing a strategic and military
j o u rney (the end of a beginning), we
a re s i m u l t a n e o u s l y near a cultural and
social destination (the beginning of an
end). It is the proper work of an Amer-
ican president, also the commander- i n -

chief, to lead us in the form e r. It is the
n e c e s s a ry work of the media, art, and
c u l t u re to illuminate the latter.

We rner Heisenberg, who won the
1932 Nobel Prize in physics, form u l a t-
ed what has famously become known
as Heisenberg ’s uncertainty principle.
Although it was originally applied to
the tiny world of subatomic particles, it
can be applied to much else in the
world closer to, and including, human
scale. The uncertainty principle, sim-
ply put, says that when something is
m e a s u red, the measuring device alters
the object that is measure d .

We are now relatively far fro m
those resonant moments of World Wa r
II that, in being retold, still move us
and shape our actions. But we know
that historical time, itself a device of
measuring human activity, ru t h l e s s l y
alters everything we do and perc e i v e .
N o w, almost sixty years after Wo r l d
War II, we are further from the events
of World War I, and even further fro m
the Napoleonic political eart h q u a k e
and its transformation of Euro p e a n
s o c i e t y, all of which continue to have a
cumulative, albeit receding, impact on
our own time.

The provocations of September 11
describe only the crude outlines of a
confluence of historical acts. The
attacks themselves—including the
p robably unintended result of the
World Trade Center towers collapsing
into a pile of rubble and the pro b a b l y
u n related assault of anthrax mailed to
c e rtain public figure s — w e re filled with
so many consequences that it may not
expand our understanding to assign
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ultimate cause to one man or gro u p .
(Although it was, and still is, absolute-
ly necessary to identify those individu-
als and groups who perpetrated these
violent crimes, and to punish or
d e s t roy them.)

As they unfolded in implacable
images in our various media, the
a g g ressions provoked and coalesced
conclusions of a state of public mind
that has been forming over the past
sixty years. The result, which seemed
to surprise some on the far left, was an
immediate and overwhelming expre s-
sion of support not only for the pre s i-
dent and his administration, but also
for the military and the war eff o rt in
A f g h a n i s t a n .

The wars of the twentieth century,
p e rhaps more than most wars in pre v i-
ous centuries and millennia, each had
r a p i d l y shaken the character of a gener-
ation with the scale of their savagery
and violence, and the intensity of their
public terro r. World War I wre n c h e d
Victorian presumption into a stunned
m o od of uncertainty that was per-
ceived almost worldwide. Between
1918 and 1939, the literature, music,
and art of the Occidental world turn e d
f rom romantic and optimistic to tenta-
tive and cynical. World War II showed
the intentional and malign force of
e m e rging large-scale totalitarianism.
The so-called Cold War from 1946
t h rough 1989 tested the resolve of the
democratic capitalist nations and peo-
ples to resist newer forms of totalitari-
anism, which, like viruses, seemed to
be adapting and resisting attempts to
contain and destroy them.

The Masses Revolt
The conservative Spanish philoso-

pher José Ortega y Gasset, now out of
fashion, described uniquely a long evo-
lution of Occidental civilization in his
classic The Revolt of the Masses. O rt e g a
contended that, while we may observ e
and describe each historical case of
change and revolution in recent cen-
turies, there is a powerful theme, a
motif, that links all of them in histori-
cal time. They are, Ortega said, part of
a laborious, often violent, always
expanding revolt of the world’s masses
—that is, of those great numbers in the
population who historically have been
ruled by the few. Pre s u m a b l y, in the
beginning, it was by a headman or
chieftain ruling a nomadic or cave
s o c i e t y, which then evolved into a trib-
al society in a particular region. This,
in turn, evolved into the early urban
settlements ruled by nobles. Settle-
ments interacted and traded with each
other and made associations for self-
p rotection. The nobles, often out of
m i l i t a ry necessity, chose a king as
leader to ensure their ability to re s i s t
attack, or to be able to attack others.
Kings became absolute rulers until the
technologies of transportation and
communication, combined with rapid-
ly growing populations, created new
classes of tradesmen, entre p re n e u r s ,
intellectuals, teachers, scientists, and
others who clamored for a greater and
g reater share of the common wealth.

The so-called industrial re v o l u t i o n
accelerated this transformation, simul-
taneously creating not only new social
classes, but new political stru c t u res as
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well. All of this seemed to climax in
the century just passed, when political
o rganizations, armed with radical ide-
ologies such as fascism and state com-
munism, appeared, and in bru t a l
fashion overwhelmed existing political
states, re i n t roducing the principle of
subjugating masses to new types of elite
totalitarian leaders and ideologies. The
twentieth century was, in fact, a colos-
sal wrestling match between an almost
millennium-long evolution of the
democratic impulse of the masses to
take power in the world and a re a c-
t i o n a ry human impulse to re v e rt to
totalitarian and autocratic social org a-
n i z a t i o n s .

At the end of this series of revolts of
the masses, it has become inescapably
clear that democratic capitalism is the
most effective, albeit imperfect, form of
the present evolution of human society.
(This should not lead certain free-mar-
ket ideologues to the pre m a t u re conclu-
sion that democratic capitalism is the
final destination of human society. It is
imaginable that new conditions, either
positive or negative, could alter the util-
ity of this form of society irre v o c a b l y. If,
for example, science were to make a dra-
matic advance in the theory of nuclear
fusion or some other new principle of
technology, the conditions of scarcity,
supply, and demand could be so pro-
foundly altered worldwide that the mar-
ket system we now have would almost
s u rely cease and be replaced with a new
set of human social and economic prin-
ciples. Conversely, if a sudden disaster
or series of disasters, human-made or
natural, would strike more than a local
and containable place, some current

democratic market institutions might
become untenable. This does not sug-
gest that socialism or communism
would re t u rn to the center of the world’s
ideological stage. These systems have
now been exposed, beneath their
rhetoric, to be always linked to totalitar-
ianism, and they could not be resumed
without imposing centralized and over-
reaching controls that are probably
unacceptable in most developed soci-
eties in the twenty-first century. )

The vital notion of human fre e d o m
is the central value of this extraord i-
n a ry phenomenon of human history.
(While the human species has pro b a-
bly existed a million years or more ,
re c o rded history of what we call human
civilization is less than ten thousand
years old.) The impulse of human fre e-
dom, which is a concept tod a y ’s liberals
and conservatives can agree about
m o re or less completely, is, it would
a p p e a r, under an almost perpetual
attack by an “anti-matter” totalitarian
impulse that takes form on both the
e x t reme left and the extreme right.
The popular prophecies, abetted by
G e o rge Orwell, Aldous Huxley, and
others, that technology would become
the tool of a mod e rn revival of dicta-
torship have not been fulfilled. To the
c o n t r a ry, technology has seemed to
accelerate the enduring revolt of the
masses, promoting longer life and bet-
ter medical care, faster and more
a ff o rdable transportation, and, finally,
t h rough computers and the Internet, a
suddenly universal and low-cost
m e t h od of communication—all of
which work to defeat the totalitarian
i m p u l s e .
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The End of the Beginning
And now we find ourselves in one

m o re large-scale conflict between fun-
damental forces in human society. The
war against terrorism is thus the end of
a beginning. New conditions, however,
reveal a larg e r, long-term threshold of
c u l t u re: the beginning of an end. I put
f o rw a rd here two specific examples,
one narrow and the other broad, that
reveal these new conditions and the
changes they are bringing to American
s o c i e t y. 

The media (themselves re l a t i v e l y
new phenomena), in one form or
another have been measuring wars for
m o re than a hundred years. Photogra-
phy by Matthew Brady powerf u l l y
e x p ressed the images of the U.S. Civil
War to the public. The re p o rting of
two world wars using motion picture s ,
and the introduction of television
images during the Korean and Vi e t n a m
Wars, gave immediacy to the battle-
field as it reached virtually every
household. The short Persian Gulf
Wa r, with its live, eerie images, seemed
almost to be a video game without the
joystick. As we continue to conduct
the war in Afghanistan, media measur-
ing has seen further expansion, primar-
ily through the newest technology of
satellites and wireless communication. 

The presence of the media in a war
zone creates an inherent conflict. Sun
Tzu in his classic The Art of Wa r s a i d
that all warf a re is based on deception.
To deceive the enemy, for example, you
cannot disclose where your soldiers are ,
w h e re they are going, and when they
will arrive (not to mention describing
their numbers and what equipment

they have). In the past, governments of
w a rring parties have more or less suc-
cessfully limited the media to re p o rt i n g
after the fact, even if they were able to
o b s e rve battles as they were happening.

Technology and commerc i a l i s m
seem to have overrun common sense
and prudence as hordes of journ a l i s t s
now swarm military actions, hoisting
white flags called “free speech” and
“the public’s right to know” to justify
their presence. Of course, these are
well-established principles in the
democratic, affluent West, and, taken
at first glance, they are intimidating.
At second glance, however, they are in
d i rect conflict with other principles
that are more important during the
actual waging of war. As Sun Tzu sug-
gested, and thousands of years of war-
f a re prove, you cannot fight a war in
total view of everyone. No secre c y, no
v i c t o ry. In fact, without secre c y, you
a re likely to lose.

Many in the media today cite
abstract principles to justify their com-
m e rcial and personal pre o c c u p a t i o n s .
R e p o rters often put themselves in
h a rm ’s way and intrude on the military
conduct of war. A BBC television
i n t e rview precipitated the uprising of
the prisoners in Kunduz. The uprising
might have happened anyway, but the
p resence of the re p o rters in the prison
compound enabled the insurgents to
distract their guards. Almost a thou-
sand persons eventually died as a re s u l t
of this incident. Several journalists are
now dead in Afghanistan. Daniel Pearl
was kidnapped and murd e red in neigh-
boring Pakistan as a direct part of the
conflict. Some might think they were
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brave. Others might say they were
reckless. The use of television images
significantly provides an enemy easy
access to intelligence. CNN and BBC
b roadcasts are easily available now in
even the most primitive settings. The
enemy in Afghanistan had some tech-
nological sophistication. A potential
enemy in a location such as Iraq has
many more communications capabili-
ties. Military strategy today is compli-
cated enough; should its strategists
have to factor in civilian journ a l i s t s
i n t ruding on the battlefield?

In Afghanistan, notwithstanding
the examples of unfortunate and some-
times tragic incidents for American
and international media, the Defense
D e p a rtment has been able to follow
g o od sense and keep the media off the
battlefield. As a New York Ti m e s
re p o rter noted:

Defense officials would not let
re p o rters accompany troops in the
initial overseas military deployment
after Sept. 11 and have since based
pool re p o rters at a single United
States operating base in Afghanistan.
R e p o rters in search of action else-
w h e re have often had to go it alone
on dangerous roads and under the
p rotection of local gunmen for hire .
Pentagon officials have generally
defended the stringent policy, saying
the often covert nature of the war has
made sharing too much with news
o rganizations a risky proposition for
United States tro o p s .

The media today are not unaware of
their impact on events. James Fallows
recently wrote in S l a t e that “journ a l i s t s

should stop kidding themselves about
their ability to remain detached fro m
and objective about public life. They
inescapably change the reality of what-
ever they are writing by whether and
how they choose to write about it.” 

F rom Matthew Brady to Afghan-
istan, Heisenberg goes to war.

Common Sense and 
Democratic Tr a d i t i o n s

T h e re is also the curious mod e rn
phenomenon that the media are
almost entirely on one side. America’s
enemies in most recent conflicts have
been ones that do not believe in demo-
cratic principles, including a free pre s s
and the public’s right to know. They
a re delighted, of course, to manipulate
the democratic media, and there b y
democratic public opinion, free of
c h a rge by holding press confere n c e s
and rigging photo ops for pro p a g a n d a
purposes. The enemy is not unaware
that a largely liberal media often
accept their rigged tableaux and pre s s
statements at face value while re s e rv-
ing their skepticism and most blistering
criticism for their own side.

The savage murder of Daniel Pearl
has probably eliminated this tendency
in the American press, but a large con-
tingent of media from other nations
continues to be hostile to American
i n t e rests and actions. (It is one of the
i ronies of the present crisis that while
the British government has been
A m e r i c a ’s most loyal ally and friend,
much of the British media continue to
be mostly negative about American
conduct in the war. )
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Of course, the principles of fre e
speech, a free press, and the public’s right
to know are vital to that “little experi-
ment” of ours, also known as re p re s e n t a-
tive government and a free society.
Going to war does not mean that we
abolish these rights, nor that we censor
or curtail at home free discussion of a
war and how it is being waged. But an
equal, and timeless, principle—one
based on survival and common sense—
implies that the media have a limited
role w h e re the war is taking place, and
that the media have an obligation not
to put the nation’s soldiers in gre a t e r
h a rm ’s way w h e n a battle is being
f o u g h t .

F red Barnes, a prominent conserv a-
tive critic of the liberal American
media, has made a strong case in T h e
Weekly Standard for the exemplary
domestic re p o rting and analysis of the
September 11 attacks and the subse-
quent military actions now taking
place. But Barnes, in illustrating his
point, cited Geraldo Rivera for his
a p p a rent reversal of form in leaving
CNBC to go to Afghanistan for the
Fox Network, explicitly stating that he
had been transformed from a “dove”
into a “hawk.”

A few weeks after Barnes wrote this,
Rivera was toting an automatic
weapon as he went about getting his
“stories,” and, according to the B a l t i-
m o re Sun, he was misre p resenting facts
while he was broadcasting and re p o rt-
ing from the battlefield. He not only
p resumably got in the way of the mili-
t a ry actions, he also seriously endan-
g e red his journalistic colleagues, who

operate, as journalists always have, as
n o n c o m b a t a n t s .

The war in Afghanistan went well
in spite of these added risks, but that
was probably because of the over-
whelming force on our side, and the
validity of our military strategy. The
p resident and his spokespersons, how-
e v e r, have consistently warned that the
battle of Afghanistan is only an over-
t u re in a prolonged war against terro r-
ism all over the world. In other
locations, in other circumstances, our
advantages might be diminished, the
battles more prolonged, and the suc-
cesses less rapid. Common sense a n d a
persistent respect for our democratic
traditions should inform a serious and
ongoing discussion of how the media,
doing their duty and fulfilling their
role, should cover the dangerous stru g-
gle in which we are now so pro f o u n d l y
e n g a g e d .

The Naysayers
In the important discussion taking

place in the aftermath of September
11, a narrow focus on the role of the
media illuminates a larger discussion
that so far has mostly not taken place.
This larger discussion, and the second
focus I am speaking of, is the role art i s t s
and the nation’s arts culture take in the
discussion of this national crisis.

The American media, by and larg e ,
have perf o rmed well in their domestic
coverage of recent events. There has
also been a vocal response from other
g roups in our society: labor unions, the
travel industry, the legal community,
police and firefighting org a n i z a t i o n s
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a c ross the country, and many others
directly and indirectly affected, as
indeed the whole country has been, by
the sudden attack and our military
response. Democrats and Democratic
leaders, to their great credit, have
demonstrated that patriotism is not a
p a rtisan issue. Although these re s p o n s e s
have not been unanimous, the over-
whelming majority of them have been
s u p p o rtive of President Bush, his
administration, and our military forc e s .

Some groups and individuals, how-
e v e r, have been critical of the pre s i d e n t
since the first hours of the attack. They
have opposed our military response. In
many cases, they blamed America for
what has happened and, if not defend-
ed the attackers, pleaded for “under-
standing” of why the attackers were
“compelled” to attack. These critics, in
fact, have an almost totally negative
analysis of what has happened. Yet, in
our country and under our Constitu-
tion, this is entirely possible and pro p-
e r. The right to criticize even a widely
held view is what distinguishes our
c o u n t ry and our democracy from the
societies of the past. It is why our
“ revolt of the masses” has succeeded
beyond any other.

But these critics, these pro f e s s i o n a l
naysayers, these persons who see blame
only here and not elsewhere, go one
step furt h e r. They are willing to criti-
cize all others; to find malign motives
in everything our government and
political leaders say and do; to find
malice in our way of life, our values and
principles; and to find evil in our
friends and allies in the world. They
want to use the rights of protest and

demonstration, and the privileges of
our legal system, to try to force their
minority view on an overw h e l m i n g
majority—in short, they want all the
advantages and rights—but t h e y do not
want to be criticized. They do not want
to be labeled or described in any way
other than by their own self-serv i n g
s t a n d a rds. Nor do they want to be held
accountable to demonstrate their
claims and allegations with facts. Since
many of them occupy protected and
privileged economic positions in
American society, particularly in edu-
cational and cultural institutions, they
do not want to risk their tenure, their
public reputations, and their elevated
positions, all given to them by the very
society and system they so re l e n t l e s s l y
a t t a c k .

After September 11, Americans,
especially liberal Americans, began to
take a second look at this self-loathing
radical claque. In the Wall Street Jour-
nal, A n d rew Sullivan observ e d :

Of course the initial response of left-
wing intellectuals to Sept. 11 was one
of jerking the collective knee. This
was America’s fault. From Susan Son-
tag to Michael Moore, from Noam
Chomsky to Edward Said, there was
no question that, however awful the
attack on the World Trade Center, it
was vital to keep attention fixed on
the real culprit: the United States. . . .
It may be, in fact, that one of the sil-
ver linings of these awful times is that
the far left’s bluff has been finally
called. War focuses issues in ways
peace cannot. Leftists would like to
p retend that any criticism of their
views raises the specter of domestic
re p re s s i o n .
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On a Canadian Broadcasting Cor-
poration radio interview a few days
after September 11, Sontag re s p o n d e d
to the interv i e w e r’s question about
U.S. prospects in the then-imminent
war in Afghanistan by saying it was a
task capitalism just could not handle.

Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel,
both well-known figures in American
j o u rnalism, reflected a common bias in
the media when they complained
recently in the New York Times t h a t
“less than 10 percent of the coverage
evaluating administration policy off e r s
significant dissent. Most contains no
dissent at all.” The presumption, of
course, is that government policy auto-
matically re q u i res dissent, even if the
dissent is wrong. This was further illus-
trated in a Wall Street Journ a l a rticle in
which the “significant dissent” of
A rthur Schlesinger, Maureen Dowd,
Nicholas von Hoffman, Charles
K r a u t h a m m e r, William Arkin (NBC
News military analyst), expert pan-
elists on L a rry King Live, Katha Pollitt
in The Nation, and Daniel Schorr on
National Public Radio in the weeks
after September 11 were shown to be
so off-base that most of them fre e l y
recanted their comments as events
p roved them wro n g .

In fact, regular public radio listeners
who hear nightly hours-long pro g r a m s
f rom the BBC (Great Britain) and
CBC (Canada) have heard hardly a
positive word about American policy
in months. When these perm a n e n t
critics claim that journalistic and cul-
tural dissent helped bring an end to the
war in Vietnam, they fail to mention

that there were valid reasons and facts
in that dissent when public opinion in
the country turned. Before that, dissent
was primarily far-left ideological criti-
cism of the war that failed to intere s t
most Americans.

Of more concern to Kovach and
Rosenstiel, as well as all pro f e s s i o n a l
re p o rters who want journalism to do its
job well, and to be respected (though
not necessarily l i k e d) by the public,
should be the quality and accuracy of
the media in wartime. Chris Bray con-
cluded in R e a s o n that “re p o rters who
cover the military without understand-
ing it don’t just muff basic facts. They
end up swinging in a wild arc between
b reathless adulation and naive con-
d e m n a t i o n . ”

W h y, one might ask, should there be
any commentary about the biased and
obviously wrong views of ideological
Cassandras who make no real impre s-
sion on public opinion, and whose right
to speak no one is challenging? The
answer is that a great many of these
individuals, until re c e n t l y, have been a
l a rge part of the American literary, cul-
tural, and media establishment. Their
l e c t u res, books, and opinions have been
hailed (mostly by themselves) as the
“leading” and “most important” ones of
their generation. Their ideas often have
dominated liberal arts curricula in the
most prestigious American colleges and
universities. Their elitist and ideologi-
cal notions of “political corre c t n e s s ”
have attempted to intimidate the
media and American intellectual
thought for decades, and they often
have succeeded.
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C o u n t e rre v o l u t i o n
The good news is that, prior to Sep-

tember 11, a cultural counterre v o l u-
tion had already begun in the art i s t i c ,
academic, and intellectual communi-
ties of America. The attacks in New
York and Washington have accelerated
this counterrevolution pro f o u n d l y, and
for the same reasons why it might be
concluded that journalists on the bat-
tlefield are so inappropriate. As critic
R i c h a rd Ta ruskin recently wrote: “Art
is not blameless. Art can inflict harm . ”

American art and culture have been
acting out a monumental misunder-
standing for more than half a century.
Early American art was heavily influ-
enced by Europe (where most Ameri-
cans of that time had come from). In
the early years of the Republic, many
a rtists, particularly painters and writ-
ers—among them Washington Irv i n g ,
Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry James,
Mark Twain, and James Whistler—
made pilgrimages to Europe. After the
shattering experiences of World War I,
a new generation of writers, painters,
sculptors, and composers left America
to become expatriates in Euro p e .
E rnest Hemingway, Gert rude Stein, 
T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and Aaron Cop-
land were only a few of the many who
went abroad in this era. Their work
sometimes reflected European tastes or
styles, but almost always reflected Euro-
pean cultural and political views.

This was a cataclysmic moment for
Europe. Recovering from the virtual
d e s t ruction of a whole generation of its
youth in the war, and hobbled by the
myopic Treaty of Versailles, Europe
became the political battleground for

the emerging totalitarian ideologies of
fascism and communism, and the mur-
derous struggle that was to unfold
between them. Neither of these ideolo-
gies made much impact on the United
States, where a centrist democratic cap-
italism was continuing to flower. But
many of our artists, under the thrall of
Europe, began to absorb and follow
European models. Just as so many
British, French, Italian, Spanish, Dutch,
Czech, Polish, and Scandinavian art i s t s
and cultural leaders became either right-
wing fascists or left-wing communists,
the American expatriates living in their
midst took up their causes, their atti-
tudes, and their pre o c c u p a t i o n s .

We have collectively forgotten that
many of Euro p e ’s leading intellectuals,
a rtists, and cultural figure s — i n c l u d i n g
Martin Heidegger, Gabriele D’Annun-
zio, Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Richard
Strauss (who became disillusioned with
the Nazis at the end), Wyndham Lewis,
Antonin Artaud, Knut Hamsun, and
Werner Heisenberg—were profascist,
antidemocratic, and often anti-Semitic
in the period between the world wars
(and before). The fascist governments
in Germany, Italy, and Spain tolerated
no other public view. With a commu-
nist government in the huge Soviet
Union, tolerating only Marxist views,
the relatively new democracies in the
rest of Europe became culturally
engulfed by a confrontation that was
also, and more thre a t e n i n g l y, econom-
ic and military. The Spanish civil war
(1936–39) removed any illusion about
this soon-to-be-tragic duel to the
death, and American artists, both
expatriates and those who had
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remained in the United States, took up
a rms in what was originally perc e i v e d
to be a romantic civilization-saving
c ru s a d e .

Tod a y, we read only about the Lin-
coln (communist) brigades because the
Soviet Union (which first signed a
t reaty with Hitler) changed sides after
G e rmany attacked it in 1941, became
our ally, and ended up on the winning
side. But there were American art i s t s
and writers who sympathized with the
Axis powers (most notably Ezra Pound
and T. S. Eliot, but also several others)
in this period. In America, just begin-
ning to recover from the Great Depres-
sion, the preoccupation was staying out
of the imminent European conflict.
The greatest American celebrity of that
time, Charles Lindbergh, was openly
p ro-Nazi, isolationist, and perhaps anti-
Semitic. After Pearl Harbor, most
American fascists re t reated or re c a n t e d .
L i n d b e rgh tried to join the war eff o rt .
Eliot renounced his earlier views. Only
the demented Ezra Pound persisted, set-
tling in fascist Italy and making bro a d-
casts there during the war in which he
denounced his countrymen while he
extolled Hitler and Mussolini.

The large group of American art i s t s
and intellectuals who had become
e n a m o red with the left ignored the
facts of the Soviet murder of intellectu-
als, artists, and Ukrainian farmers in
the 1930s and, only briefly silenced by
S t a l i n ’s short alliance with Hitler,
i n c reasingly came to dominate Ameri-
can cultural life. After World War II,
and as the new Cold War expanded,
their preoccupation with the left only
g re w. They created an almost sacre d

myth for themselves, transforming the
Joseph McCarthy era into ritual mar-
t y rdom. McCart h y, a throwback to ear-
lier failed American fascist bullies,
became the foil for creating new gener-
ations on the left, even though most
leading Republicans and conserv a t i v e s
had rejected his smear tactics and
denounced him. The American jingo-
ism of the Spanish-American Wa r —
“Remember the Maine!”—was
replaced with a new jingoism:
“Remember McCarthyism!” (It’s still
playing in theaters and movie houses,
w h e re McCarthy-era tract stories are
being newly rewritten and perf o rm e d
over and over again.)

The Beginning of the End
But something happened on the

way out of the postwar era. Just as the
American cultural left was running out
of steam, the decolonization of South-
east Asia, simultaneously taking place
with the decolonization of Africa and
the Indian subcontinent, was trans-
f o rmed, by American pre s i d e n t i a l
choice, into a Cold War military con-
f rontation. To the so-called baby boom
generation, especially the large new
a ffluent and privileged class of baby
boomers, the threat of being drafted
and possibly killed in a distant country,
Vietnam, that had not attacked us was
an inexplicable intru s i o n .

With the aid of the cultural left,
now already being mobilized to exploit
the domestic desegregation movement,
this intrusion became a moral evil. As
these middle-class students avoided the
draft through college deferments, it fell
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mostly on poor and minority Ameri-
cans to fight the war. In addition,
American political and military strate-
gists fundamentally misunderstood
their enemy and how to fight the war,
inevitably leading to the debacle that
re s u l t e d .

Once again, the American cultural
left had avoided confronting America’s
centrist national roots. (The various far
right and far left movements that have
briefly sprouted in the United States
have never gained popular support . )
Once again, many American artists and
cultural leaders felt justified in employ-
ing their work, their art, their imagina-
tions, and their educational and
clarifying function in political pro p a-
ganda. Once again, legitimate domestic
issues such as women’s rights and
expanded civil rights were used to
politicize American culture to the far
left, even as the far left was itself disap-
pearing from the world stage in the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. It should not
surprise anyone that this cultural left
establishment and the “mainstream” of
its art should rapidly become ignored by
the mass of American society.

W h e reas Hemingway, Sinclair
Lewis, Edith Wharton, Willa Cather, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, and so many other
classic American authors had been
best-selling novelists in the 1920s,
1930s, and 1940s, it is now rare for a
serious American writer to become
“ p o p u l a r.” Poetry, which is widely re a d
in most of the world, has deteriorated
for many in the United States into a
plaything for a tiny group of Americans
who shout political slogans, pro m o t e
political correctness, and flatter them-

selves with hyperbole—while most of
the country ignores them.

Only forty years ago, Broadway and
o ff - B roadway stages were filled with
original, serious dramas. Tod a y, they
a re filled with nostalgic musical re - c re-
ations of works that are often a hun-
d red years old, and boring pro p a g a n d a
plays that are politically correct and
relentlessly negative about American
h i s t o ry and culture. (A recent N e w
York Ti m e s e n t e rtainment section list-
ing of upcoming theater prod u c t i o n s
shows that at least thirty of the fort y -
nine productions scheduled to open in
the next six months are revivals or
adaptations of previous works. Several
a re imports from Great Britain and
E u rope. Only a very few are new dra-
mas by major American playwrights,
two of them by Edward Albee, who is
in his seventies.)

The other arts, less explicitly politi-
cal, have been overwhelmed by
abstractions and imitations. Art muse-
ums and orchestra halls are filled tod a y,
as are opera houses—but they are
mostly filled by those who want to see
lavish revivals of the classics of the
past, not new work, which has become
abstract and polemical, and alienated
f rom contemporary American life. The
key here is not that the far left cultural
elites criticize American life and val-
ues—always a legitimate function—but
that they re j e c t the whole American
m odel, much in the manner that Euro-
pean critics do. Is it any surprise, then,
to observe the reaction of this art i s t i c
and cultural elite to the crisis following
September 11? Is it any wonder that
their critiques of America resemble the
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critiques found in the far-left Euro p e a n
p re s s ?

In a recent New York Ti m e s a rt i c l e
on American music, Richard Ta ru s k i n
w ro t e :

Announcing that it pre f e rred “to err
on the side of being sensitive,” the
management of the Boston Sympho-
ny Orchestra recently canceled its
scheduled perf o rmances of choru s e s
f rom “The Death of Klinghoff e r,” the
notoriously controversial opera—
m a s t e rminded by the director Peter
Sellars, with a libretto by the poet
Alice Goodman and a score by John
Adams—that re-enacts and com-
ments on the murder of an American
Jew aboard the cruise ship Achille
L a u ro in the fall of 1985. For thus
showing forbearance and discre t i o n ,
the Boston Symphony has taken
some pies in the face [from music crit-
ics]. If Sept. 11 could not jar some
a rtists and critics out of their habit of
romantically idealizing criminals,
then nothing will. But isn’t it time for
a rtists and critics to grow up with the
rest of us now that the unthinkable
has occurre d ?

After a long discussion of censor-
ship issues in music, Ta ruskin con-
c l u d e s :

Censorship is always deplorable, but
the exercise of forbearance can be
noble. Not to be able to distinguish
the noble from the deplorable is
morally obtuse. In the wake of Sept.
11, we might want, finally, to get
beyond sentimental complacency
about art. Art is not blameless. Art
can inflict harm .

In reviewing Susan Sontag’s most
recent book in the New York Times Book

Review, William Deresiewicz notes that
“her re f e rences to America are as super-
ficial and dismissive as ever. She has
the right to revile American culture, art
and thought, but if she wants to be a
t rue American intellectual, let alone
the ‘leading’ one, she doesn’t have the
right to ignore them. Her claim that
‘New York isn’t America’ only under-
s c o res her incomprehension of both
place and self.”

The cultural far left perceives this
crisis to be—as they did the voting
r i g h t s / d e s e g regation movement, the
antiwar movement, the women’s rights
movement, and the expanded civil
rights movements in the 1960s thro u g h
the 1990s—a galvanizing event to
revive their crusade against democratic
capitalism in the first decade of the
twenty-first century.

By taking over the liberal arts cur-
riculum in many American colleges
and universities, they were able to keep
their radical ideology alive and well.
But one partial ally of the far left, the
American liberal community, seems to
have had enough. Loyal Americans,
well-meaning and idealistic, these lib-
erals have been shocked by the self-
loathing and hypocritical reaction of
the far left’s self-styled cultural elites.
As Andrew Sullivan also pointed out:

But in a country with a First Amend-
ment no suppression from govern-
ment is likely, and in the citadels of
the media and the academy, the far
left is actually vastly overre p re s e n t e d .

The real issue, as pointed out by
B r i t a i n ’s L a b o u r prime minister, is
that some on the left have expre s s e d
“a hatred of America that shames
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those who feel it.” The left’s howls of
anguish are there f o re essentially
phony—and they stem from a gro w-
ing realization that this crisis has
l a rgely destroyed the credibility of the
far left. . . . Many liberals are alre a d y
listening and watching—and the tec-
tonic plates of politics are shifting as
they do.

In a New York Times a rticle about
a rtists responding to the September 11
attacks, Anne Midgette began:

On Sept. 11, catastrophe struck. By
Sept. 19, one critic was asking why
a rtists had not responded yet. “Art
has lost its facility for rapid re a c t i o n
or even considered response,” wro t e
N o rman Lebrecht, a columnist for the
London Daily Te l e g r a p h , who is known
as a “pro v o c a t e u r.” “What Picasso
achieved in ‘Guernica’ [Lebre c h t
continued] and Brecht in ‘Mother
Courage’ is no longer acceptable, or
p e rhaps available, to painters and
playwrights of the postmod e rn age.”
On the surface, this is a little silly. For
an artist to process the events of Sept.
11, respond to them, and pro m u l g a t e
the resulting work on a stage larg e
enough to attract Mr. Lebre c h t ’s
notice, all within a space of eight
days, would have been re m a r k a b l e
even with the speed of mod e rn tech-
n o l o g y. The examples he cited,
“Mother Courage” and “Guernica”. . .
each took several months to com-
plete. . . . But Mr. Lebre c h t ’s assump-
tion that art has a responsibility to
respond to crisis is common curre n c y
t od a y.

What Midgette does not state
e x p l i c i t l y, however, is that most of the

critics and “provocateurs” who demand
“instant art” in response to crises are
advocates of the point of view that art
is “propaganda” and should be a
weapon in the cultural war against
American democratic capitalism.
Midgette goes on to suggest that the
v e ry few great works of art that became
icons in response to a historical crisis
all rose above the specific details of the
event to reveal a lucid insight into the
human condition. The Cru c i b l e b y
American playwright Arthur Miller is
another example. Miller was one of the
few artists writing about the McCart h y
era who, by employing the Salem witch
trials as a symbol, captured the tru e
depravity of Joe McCarthy without
sinking into ideological cant.

The political far left has run out of
gas for now. (Just as the political far
right, with its attacks on liberals, immi-
grants, and minorities, has faded.) But
they will not go away. They will not
shut up. Nor should they. In fact, we
should all pray that they continue to
e x p ress their views and opinions, fre e l y
and unhindered. Free speech means
exactly that. But the time when the
cultural far left’s ludicrous assumptions
and allegations will go unanswere d ,
when its excesses and absurdities will
be ignored or excused, when its
attempts to kidnap American educa-
tion and culture will be invisible—that
time is over now.

It is the beginning of the end of all
t h a t . ■
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