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Barbarism is not the legacy of our prehistory. It is companion that dogs our every step. (Alain Finkielkraut, quoted in Hitchens' Introduction) Christopher Hitchens in 20074 1/2 starsBackgroundChristopher Hitchens doesn't need much of an introduction. Just a few words here, condensed from the following Wiki articles: Hitchens, Political Views and New Ateism.He was born in England in 1949, died in the
United States in 2011. Educated at Oxford, he moved to the United States in 1981, as part of a Barbarism is not the legacy of our prehistory. It is companion that dogs our every step. (Alain Finkielkraut, quoted in Hitchens' Introduction) Christopher Hitchens in 20074 1/2 starsBackgroundChristopher Hitchens doesn't need much of an introduction. Just a few words here, condensed from the following Wiki
articles: Hitchens, Political Views and New Ateism.He was born in England in 1949, died in the United States in 2011. Educated at Oxford, he moved to the United States in 1981, as part of an editor exchange program between The New Statesman and The Nation. Twenty-six years later, he became a U.S. citizen. Hitchens had a very successful career as a writer and journalist. He was also known as a
controversist and debater, and for his criticism (through three books) of Mother Teresa, Bill Clinton, and Henry Kissinger.Political views (see spoiler)[In the twenties Hitchens joined the political left, partly over his anger over the Vietnam War. He began to describe himself as a socialist and a Marxist. It was from this political position that he joined the staff of The Nation, and was associated with the oldest
bastion of the American left (founded in 1865) for twenty years, until not long after 9/11.Hitchens did however begin to slip from the left in the early 1990s, partly because of what he thought was the lukewarm reaction of the western left to the Salmondie Rushdie/Satanic Verse affair. It is this case in which Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini of Iran issued a fatwa ordering Muslims to kill Rushdie, which infuriated
Hitchens (and of course so many others). His ties to the American left were further strained in the 1990s because of the left's love affair with Bill Clinton, which Hitchens, for reasons I am not aware of, apparently did not suffer intensely. (See no one left to lie to if you're interested.) When Hitchens eventually broke with the American left, he didn't just fit the right. He disliked mainstream American political
actors, supported Ralph Nader in 2000 (Bush vs. Gore), was basically neutral in 2004 (Bush vs. Kerry), and thought Obama to prefer to McCain in 2008 (McCain he saw as senile, and Palin as a pathological liar). By this time he had stopped calling himself a socialist, believing that the Socialists no longer had economic answers, but continued to insist, enigmatically, that he was still a Marxist. He supported
globalisation and seen by some as having adopted many neoconservative views. Always a one (good), he never admitted to the huge problems of globalization and today's super-capitalism (bad). (see spoiler) [He also seems to have been completely oblivious to environmental problems, which over the next several decades can completely overwhelm the dangers that he thought would be the great
challenges we would face in the 21st century. (hide spoiler)] (hide spoiler)] Religious views (see spoiler)[But for Hitchens, I would guess that a state-entrenched religion ordering that a writer be murdered for blasphemy would have been the acme of what he loved to hate about religion. Hitchens had long been antagonistic to any organized religion, and was known for his negative views and expressions of
opinion that attacked the three Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. (See his book on Mother Teresa, his serious critique of Pope Benedict XVI, and his popular book on the subject, God is not great.) Hitchens became known over the last twenty years as one of the four riders of New Ateism, along with Daniel Dennett, Richard Dawkins and Sam Harris. Others included in this circle of
disbelief were Ayaan Hirsi Ali (about whom Hitchens writes movingly in the current volume - see She's No Fundamentalist), AD Grayling and Steven Pinker. (hide spoiler)] What is there in the bookThe 107 essays in this book can be better described by being a bit more specific. Book reviews Nearly half (48) are actually book reviews, of which about two-thirds originally appeared in The Atlantic. The rest
appeared in a number of publications - the NYTBR, the Times Literary Supplement, and eight others. The reviews average about eight pages in length, although half a dozen or so are from 10-15 pages. I found the reviews generally the most interesting of the pieces. Eighteen of these are of various non-fiction books, including Due Considerations (essays and critiques) by John Updike; Philip Larkin's
letters to Monica; Edward Said's Orientalism; W.G. Sebald's history of destruction; Dispatches from the New York Tribune: Featured Journalism by Karl Marx; and Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France.Another nineteen reviews are of biographies: John Brown, Mark Twain, Samuel Johnson, Ezra Pound, Somerset Maugham, P.G. Wodehouse, John Buchan, Graham Greene, Stephen
Spender, C.L.R. James, Andre Malraux, Arthur Koestler, Lincoln, JFK, Dickens, Saki, Hitler, Anthony Powell (memoir) and VictorEm Klperer (diaries). (see spoiler) [And yes, none of these are biographies of women. What can I say? (hide spoiler)] The other eleven reviews are of fictional works: The Jungle (Sinclair), Lolita &amp; The Annotated Lolita, Terrorist (Updike), Wolf Hall (Mantel), Bouvard and
Pecuchet (Flaubert), The Complete Stories (JG Ballard), Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, The Case of Comrade Tulayev (Victor Serge) (also of his memoirs of a revolutionary), Strange Times My Dear: The PEN Anthology to Contemporary Iranian Literature, Koba the Anxiety (Martin Amis) a review of several of Saul Bellow's novels. Book introductions Four pieces are introductions that Hitchens was
asked to write for the following books: Animal Farm, The House of the Spirits (Isabel Allende), Our Man in Havana (Greene) and Black Lamb and Grey Falcon by Rebecca West, at 30 pages the longest entry in the book. Essays The rest could be described as essays, or perhaps occasional pieces would be just as good. The vast majority of these appeared in either Slate or Vanity Fair in the years 2005 -
2010. They average about five pages, some as short as 2-3, a few over 10.Many of these essays are informative, and many of them are amusing; some are both. But for me, as a group they were simply not the match between the reviews. Many were mildly interesting, or mildly humorous, puff-pieces. Some were even annoying, but more on that later. Parts of the bookHitchens' writings are set in six
sections of the book. (1) ALL AMERICAN (15 reviews, 5 essays) deals with books and topics closely related to America. Bios of such as Lincoln, John Brown, Mark Twain, and articles like America the Banana Republic and In Search of the Washington Novel. (2) EcLECTIC AFFINITIES (19 reviews, 5 essays, 3 book introductions) were filled with interesting articles, but the title section means little to me -
different similarities? I'm sure Hitchens, with his eager intellect and prodigious vocabulary, could claw down a ten-word synopsis of each piece and then point out how they all fit into this linguistic puzzle. I'm declining to play the game, it was hard enough to just put a few words to describe it. (3) FOR rides, unpleasantnesses, and disappointments (8 essays) are simply miscellaneous by another name.
Several are humorous pieces - those that do not require the remaining words in the title section. (4) OFFSHORE ACCOUNTS (4 reviews, 21 essays) are pieces devoted to foreign topics. Except that there is no unifying topic here, everything from Is Euro Doomed? to Edward Said to Vietnam for waterboarding. A lot of interesting things though. (5) Legacy of Totalitarianism (10 reviews, and the introduction
to Allende's House of the Spirits). These eleven swing wildly from iridescent to annoying. (6) ORD 'WORTH (16 essays) is about various languages, speeches, or word subjects that caught HItchens' critical eye in the last decade of his life. Again, I felt there were eager observations mixed with side fillers, though I don't mind reading even the latter. But some were silly and annoying (that word again!). At
IrritationI have mentioned a few times above that I found some of Hitchens' pieces annoying. Here's why. After 9/11, Hitchens became increasingly insistent that radical Islam posed an existential threat to the United States (and Western interests in general). I'm not about to try to refen that position, but what I want to talk about is his overboard support for the wars that the United States introduced in the
middle of the iraq. It's pretty well known now that there were some very bold reasons, like the Bush administration, for invading Iraq. Many people now believe that it was really about oil, with weapons of mass destruction thrown in as a scare tactic, utterly false accusations (which flew right in the face of political realities) about Sadam Hussein having supported terrorists, etc. It seems that this prelude to the
war must have been an intriguing opportunity, in Hitchens' view, for the United States to deploy its military power in the mid-east, against extremist religious elements in Iraq. Of course, it was completely untrue, the extreme religious elements of the Middle East (although admittedly rooted in many areas of Afghanistan) had nothing to do with Iraq, and were much more closely associated with our allies (? or
maybe it just has to be our oil supplier?) Saudi Arabia. And yes, if Hitchens really supported a war against state religion, why choose Iraq? Why not go after Iraq's enemy Iran? (Not that I'm in favor of such a thing.) Well, these things played out for Hitchens, this seems to have become an absolute blind spot in his mental outlook. Long after it became clear that the U.S. invasion of Iraq had probably caused
hundreds of thousands of deaths, and ignited a bitter sectarian struggle in the country that continues to this day, Hitchens continued to seize on the straw, finding support for his view of the war in the most absurd trivia. It seems that he simply wasn't able to admit that at least this particular instance of the struggle against a monotheistic religion had probably been a bad idea. One wonders if even today, with
the continuing sectarian fighting in Iraq, let alone the rise of ISIS in the area, if Hitchens would be willing to admit that the war had been a colossal mistake (in retrospect at least) and that the terrible tyrant Hussein (as it actually was) would probably have been able to keep this country in a better situation than anyone that has existed since. So - irritation comes when some of these articles advocate the
support Hitchens had for this twenty-first century crusade (as he saw it). SummaryI'm not going to recommend any of the individual articles in this book, or go into detail about any of them. I'm sure I've lost most readers now. If you're still here, you can scan my status updates above (or below – wherever they are) to see signs of some essays I found particularly good. The book is a great source of
interesting, short reads. Unfortunately, it is not at all suitable for short reads on a bus or subway, reading in a doctor's waiting room, or carrying in a backpack. It's too damn big. A full size hardbound book, it's over two inches thick, and weighs 2 1/2 pounds. Better suited for a bed stand, or somewhere within easy reach of your preferred reading space in your accommodation. It has a usable Me! I'm not used
to reading ebooks, that's why it happened me as recently as yesterday that an e-version of this book (it is available) is the ideal solution for its size. I almost wish I had it instead of the bulky I have. My problem is that I've never got the hang of doing highlights and writing notes in e-books. ... More... More
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