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BHL In The U.S.A.

At tea with France’s premier public intellectual, Bemard-Henri Levy,
as he tries to get his hands around America.
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Sraff Writer

long a complex pas de deux, appearcd fo hit

bottom when “[reedom fries™ supplanted
Froneh fries on menus in Washingion's con-
gressional cafeterias. Many staleside recalled
Normandy, and dericed the Gauls as snobbish,
scifish and ungrateful for their government’s un-
willingness to support the U.S-led war in Iraq,

. There was no love lost on the other side of
the Atlantic, where to the French populace,
Americans were a swaggering, hawkish, and
serni-Titerate people.

There has since been little attempt for the
nativos — embitiered by a tvo-way cultural

En March 2003, Franco-American relations,

chauvinism — to undersiand cach other’s-

psyches.

Until now.

In an ¢ffurk to glean insight inta the Ameri-
can youl, Bernard-Henri Lévy, a 57-year-old

Algeria-born Jew who is arguably France’s:
premier public intellectual, has written

“American Vertigo: Traveling America in the
Footsteps of Tocgueville,” the culmination
of a dizzying yearlong, 15,000-mile road trp
through the United States, ’

French intellectuals, like French filmmak-
ers, have a propensity for the ficrcely abstract
and csotetic. Yot Lévy, in his new book, opts
instead for the painfully concrete.

“I tried to be honest,” said Levy, over tea at
the Carlyle Hotel, whete the famed philoso-
pher stays while in New York. “Iried to say
what I saw. | tricd o sce the ci)u_ntj'y with love,
nol witl liate or preconceived ideas.”

“American Vertigo,” which has not yet
been published in France, began as a series

. for The Allantic Monthly, The magezine com- -

missioned Lévy (known widely as BHL) to

Y retrace, albeil loosely, the footsteps of fcllow

Road warrior: America’s primal sin, Levy be-
lieves, is its Inahility 10 resist a good image.

Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville, who, in-
tending to write about the American prison
system, spent nine months in 1831 and 1432
traveling through the still-new nation, Toe-

queville ultimately cast a Toucli wider net, ex-
ploring not only America’s penitentiaries, but
alsoits circumsctibed gender roles, capitalistic
verve, populist Joumahsm and 1mr.|tutlonal
and Ideo]oglcal anatomy in his lwo-volume
classic “On 1 )emocracy in America.”

While Tocquoville painted America in
broad strokes, Lévy seems {o prefer the poin-
tillistic Ingic of induction in his thoughtful
travelogue composed of short, persunality-
driven vignettes.

“America is such a huge and complex conn-
try,” Lévy told The Jewish Week, * You dnscover
the Amcrican way of life is plural, not unigue.”

-

Ameng hia multifarious experiences in the
11.8. are ¢xcursions o fowa's Amish country,
a Las Vegus stiip joint, a fervently Orthodox
neighburhood in Brooklyn, an Indian reserva-
tion in South Dakots, 1 megachurch in Minois,
the 1Jemocratic National Convention i Boston
and a handful of Americin prisons,

"He encounlers a lively cast of characters,
from a divoreée tending bars to an anti-Semitic
Native American to a death-row inmale o phi-
lantfiropist Georgs Soros.

Yet the real action hero of “American Ver-

tigo” is the author himself. As he makes his
way through the American expanse, Lévy, who -
cali himeelf a “humanistic and universalist”-
- Jew, displays 2 unique ability to capture in

words America’s irrationalities, contradic-

tions and idiocies without exploiting French_,

received ideas.

“It's oné thing to denounce the absurdity of
a disconrse that turngs the United States into a
figure of speech, a cliché, as well as a scape-
goat for the mistakes, and inconsistencies of
other couniries,” Lévy writes in “American
Vertigo.” ... [It's] allogether another thing

" to go out into the figld, w judge on acluul

evidence; it's another thing te contrast that

“chimera with the concrete body-and face of

Amcrica today.”

He points out, tor example, America’s will-
ingness to memonatize Doubleday Field in
Cuoperstown, N.Y., as the “birthplace of base-

ball,” even though basebal[ was invented years
befon: Abner Doubleday supposedly baptized”

the game there in 1839, and cven though Dou-
bleday wasn't, in 1839, in Cooperstown,

America is; according to Lévy, “a cona- .

try where Hollywood hag supplanted Hegel
and where, consequently, the maxim *What
in rensonable is real; thal which is real is
reasonable,” of the philosopher of Jena has
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Ve bateball seenario ks o raiher benign Hhsteting of

Ameries’s willingness tombrace mirages — Lius verlign .

. hut the hook is aleo peppered with mare dishrbing ex-
amples, mast notably the aliom's- iz for 15 pervasive
“Tirbun poverty.

1 saw the poor of America all through my joumey,”
Lévy writas, invoking the stums of Beston, Washington
and New York. “But 1 saw 2s well - [ wanl o say, s
peeinlly waw — the extaordinary denial of that somber
licing in this pesidvity-driven country, where the lights

never go oit. | saw — [ heard — the mannerin whichthe - ac
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his funsreal accunimlztion of false goods and nondesires
in this end-of-the-wurld setting™, and neocoine vatives are
~canscicnectess, fierce psychopaths.”

Leve alsa wields his bons mots to ertique America’s
modcl of bringing issves of mee, religion and other dif-
ferences into the publie sphere, which he says, Tesnlis
in sectarixnism and iribalization, A gated-community
of Sun Lity, Ariz., he arpues, foreshuloms something
much more sintster: “[The] temptation of spsrheid that,
if nothing comes Alixg 1o opposc il might bring wgether
indistinet enctaves nof just Gose cbsesscd with seeurity
ot & good climwie bat also Jews, gays, Tesbians, dwarfs,
the bind, andso forth, .7

COmne could make, of course, the commensurate Orgy
ment that France's ¢fons to sublimate ethnic idently
public:is as polarizing as oo model of hyphenated jden-
lities. The rigs, last fall, by the poor and disenfranchised
children nf Arab and Afeican immigiants, proved that
much. Theis are equally convineuwg cuses W be made
aboui France's wwik propensity for revisionism — it
Kloody war in Algeria is, 40 yeass larer, banety part of the
French national conversation — and its marginatization
of the poor, who tend 1o live in bleak and soulless hous-
ing projccts on the cuskins of Freneh chiies.

1 is all. pcrhaps, fodder for the ambitous Armerican
sirhilar whu wishes to welte about the souj of contem-
purary France,

1évy atlows that his American journcy impraved s
understanding, for better and tor worse, of the French
repatilic.

He writes: “Tugt as Tocquevilla took the road in the
United Stales to try fo answet questions posed by the
situzlion of France in his fime ... so | wenl 10 answer
questions that are of my own time. awl L leam ot just
abou: you. my Amcrican friends, but aboui 21l uf us.”

During aninlerview with The Jewish Week, he elabo-
rated op what he learnesl.

“America is a antion based on an idea, enuiriy
to most European countrizs, which are also based on
common sail, common mace, conimon blood,” he said,
“Prance, in a way, is more solid, mode perennial but more
dangerous because it feods eastly on recism, anti-Semi-
1ism and xenophotia.” .

As o result it makes sense, accondicg o Lévy, that
anti-Semitism has desp roots in France.

e said: “Tt is rot an epiphcnomenen at all, but itis
net Kristallnacht vet, and 1 think it will oot be.”

Nonetheless, §a *American Vertige,” the aathos’s

pensiveness is, for e most part, devoted 1 the United
States, a natdon he cluins tw love desgite its dark on-
derbelly.
Lévy, who has written dozens of books, including
“wha Killed Daniel Pear]?™ in 2003, 1s surprisingly
genemus in pointing out American beaury where it docs
exisl: in its magnanimity its possibiiity and, above atl,
its premium on freedom.

“|1in the sheer fact of being American, ot at Jeast
exgressing yonesaH, or wanting b be onc,” he writss,
“there is a gentlensss, a lighmess, an clermeiit of freedom
and. in a word, of eivilization that makes this comntzry
ane of the Few countties in the warld where, dusyite
everything, you can still breathe free.” H

1w will be interviewed by The New Yorker s Adam Goprich o
Sunday. fan. 29 wi 7,20 pu_ ot ihe 92nd Sireet ¥, 1995 Lexington
Ave, He wili be speatang ond signing honks o Munduy, Jan. that
7 ot cut Bernes ine Noble at Union Square, IIE 17035
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