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The Weekend Interview with Bernard-Henri Lévy / By Tunku Varadargjon

NEW YORE - Remember these rousing days—
amid the acric havoe of 9/11—when all the world
stcod by us, and even the Franch were krocked
off course encugh to say. “We Are All Ameri-
can™® Of course you do, if oniy fo contrast that
sime with the months and years that followed.
when less of the world sioed by us, and when the
French—coming to their exguisite sepses—redis-
coverad their contempt for America.

Today in France there are few persoms of
substance who profess e love for Americe. Jean-
Frangots Revel, the country’s finest political phi-
losopher, is one, or the right; and Bernard-
Henri L&vy—whose practice of a journalism
larded with philosophy has made him betlter
¥mown Lo the mar-on-the-rue then anyone eise
who can spout ‘Witigensiein—is anether, on the.
center-left, There are five other prominent
French Amerophiles. by my reckoning, giving us
a grand total of seven. Guessing identities would
make an amusing parkr game. (Auswers on a
posteard, with 2 bottle of Caivados for the first
all-correct missive, Hint: There are no women.)

Of these seven, Bernard-Henri Lévy is the
most complex, the most complexed and, by far,
the most flambayant. He ig, in an old-fashioned
way, a fine ambassador, kissing ladies on the
hend, ang using his French accent to Impish
effeer {such as in his insistence on pronouncing
the name Suizberger, of New York Times fame,
as “Sulz-bare-zhay"). He also has a eonnection
{albeit of sarrowhul source) with this newspaper,
being the acthor of *Who Killed Daniel
Pearl?"—a courageous, if
somewhat eccentric, in-
vestigation into -ihe
murder in Pakistan
of ayoung Jour-
nal reporier.

Mr. Lévy
has a new
book out—
not so much
an investiga-
tion, this time,
25 an inquiry. His
latest project has been
to fellow in the footsteps
of Alexis de Tocguaville
and travel through the United
States in the manner of the au-
thot of “Democracy in Amer-
ica.” The world being what it
is, the result was never likely
to be an update of Toequeville,
Instead, w2 have what might
fairly be described as “Bernard-
Henri L&vy in America.”

The authar has called it
“American  Vertige”-not a bad
name, as it speaks to America’s ver-
tiga, as well as to his own--and the
literary pochahs in Paris have their
culoties in a twist over his decision
to hypass France and publish it In America Tirst, §
in English. Much harrumphing has happened in 2
Faris, much talk of betrayal; but Mr. Lévy—who §
in a conversation with New York magazine this £
weak laid out his love for America in terms that
were alrost pornegraphic—regards the book as
his gift 10 this country: “It had 1o be published
here Hrst,” he says, with an upward trof a nose
5o aquiline one might hang a haton it, “Ungues-
Lionably.”

We are dining together af a very swank Man-
hation netel—one in which Mr, Lavy, who inher-
ited a fortune from his father, is contemplating
the purchase of a pied-i-terre—and we've just
ordered raw clams. "X each, sie?” asks the
waiter—to whom M. Lévy, pausing to ponder,
replies, “No, nine. Make it nine.” The steak he
asks for later is to be “rare, very Tare,” and the
spare precision of his & la carte ordering is in
contrast to the tumbie of words that follow when
we talk of America, and of the ent-Americanism
that reigns i France.

=[n France, with the nation based on reots,
g the idea of 50il, 07 & COMINON MEMOTY - - . the
very existence of America is a myswery and a
scandal.” This is a particular source of pain, Mr.
Lévy says, for “the right.” Cormrary 10 whal is

French Kiss

thought generaily, he insists, anti-Americanism
~mgrated to the left, to the Communist Party,
bt its origins are on the extreme right” Amer-
jca gives the French right “nightmares,” as the
comyry is based oR “a social eomtract. America
proves thai people can gather at a glven mament
and decide S0 form a natcn, even if they come
fron different places.” The “ghost that has
haunted Burope for swo centuries”—and which
mves fuel, to this day, to anii-Americanism

A philosopher who hates the
Irag war—but loves America.

there—"is ATherica’s coming togather as an act
of will, of cresd. It shows that there is an alterna
tlve to organie nations.” .
These are importent insights, ang surely grat-
ifving to an Arerican. But is this the whole
picture. I ask. Isn't today's French gaache—and
the European left as embodied by Gerhard
Schrbder and Spain's Zapatero, to name but wo
{eaing offenders—more than just £ passive in-
heritor of a right-wing anti-Americanism? Why
this insistence—and Mr. Lévy does, sometimas,
protest top much-on anti-Americanism as & sort
of rightist Original 8in? Here, Mr. Lévy is eva-
sive: *IT is true of the left,” he concedes, nod-
ding his h=ad in aceard, but then checks him-
sell: “I i3 partly true. . . . But you must see that
in France you have ‘he Gauilist tradition, which
is strongly anti-American.”
Would he say that Jacques Chirac, 4
Caultist, is - anti-American? “Chirac is
pragmatic. When he plays chess, he
plays with both black awd white. He
thinks twe things at the same time, con-
stantiy. Mitterrand was like that,
teo.” [deology, suggests Mr,
Lévy with moere than a
hint of lament, has
given way to “prag-

olution. As long
“&s some believed
in revolution, you
had a distributien of
ideclogies.” The moment
when “the dream of reveiu-
“ticn collapsed” —a dream of
which Mr. Lévy once partook—ide-
ology decemped from the battle-
ground of French polities. (Mr.
Lévy lingers nostalgically over the
word “dream.” [ifteen minides
ginee their arrival, his clams languish un-
touched. I have but one left, which I leave for
Jater, in awloward sofidarity.)
E I I

When did the dream of revolution die? "With
cambodia,” Mr. Lévy answers, This was an
event “much more important than the fall of the
Berlin Wall. When the Hegel of modern times
will write this hiswory, he will say that the real
crucial event was Cambodia.” Why? “Because
till Cambodia all the revolutionaries in the world
pelieved that revolution had failed because it
dign't go fa- encugh, because it wasn't radical
enough.” And then Cambodia happened—"the
first revolution in history to be really radical.
. Anc what did we discover, all of us? Instead
of paradise, revolution gives absoluis hell.”

Qo woutd Mr, Lévy sav, improving on Francis
Fukuyara, that Comboedia, and not the fall of the
Berlin Wall, was 'the end of history™? “No, not
history. Tne end of revolution. The end of the
desirability of revolution.” Mr. Lévy has this

* gigaproement, 2rd others, with Br Fukdyema. -

“T do not believe that with the death of cornTmu-
nism we entered into an age :0 which there will
e no more radical comtradiction, dialectical
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mratism” in
French  poli-
ties, to cyni-
cism. “The
reign of ideole-
gies in
France was

. linked to the
concept of rev-
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war, angd so on. I don't believe that.”

If Mr. Levw's debate with bMr. Fukuvaria is
benign, his differenees with andther American
sage, Samuel Huntington, are positively acrimo-
nious. (I met him once, and he . . . maybe he
drank oo much wine, bt at the end of the kmch
he was 50 strange. I tolg about my thoughts on
America @4 & nacion based on a creed, and that
this was not very different from the foundation
of Tsragl. There is an Amoerican creed, and there
is an Israeli creed—and this idea, of America
having to share its concept of creed with Istael,
did put him in a very strange anger. He was
furious at this idea. "You carmot. compare,’ he
told me, ‘the craed of Ieraet, which is an ethnic
creed, with the creed of America.”:

Mr. Lévy describes Mr. Huntington's 12si

_book, “Who Ate We?" as “racist,” and rzjects

the notion that there is in the world, or has been,
a clash of civilizations: “We are engaged in a
war against tergorism, but the war is a pelitical
one, Tiot 2 religious ane, net A civitizational one.
Tt is, 1 stress, & political war,” I press him oo this
point: How does he make the distinction?—these
concepts, surely, are all intertwined. “0Of
course,” he replies, unimpressed. “But I make
the distinction because 1 believe that you have
some Muslims who do nat hate the West. Being
an epsmy of the West is not & necessary condi-
tion of being Muslim, of adoring the God of
Islam.” I persist: Isn't his preference for the
desecription of this war &3 “paliticel” itself 2 polit-
ical decision? “Ti is swicide tc say that this is a
civilizations| war, baezgse if it 15 such, il is an
endless war, bloc agdinst bloc. If you sav
“political” you make & et on the putcome.”

Does he have something in commen, there-
fore, with American nesconservatives, whe also
believe that we are engaged in a political war,
who believe, after all, that lsiamic societies are
capable of practicing democracy? “Ifiave 10t in
common with them—our history is in. common,
as are our reflexes. What is not are our conciu-
sions, the way of transforming our ethirs into
polities.” Mr. Lévy is an acimowledged crifie of
the war in Iraq, but here, not for the first ime in
our eonversation, he is unpersuasive.

Was the Irag war justified? "No,” ne says.
almost gruffly, and then elaborates: “I think it
was morally justified and pelitically a disas-
ter.” Mr. Lévy's complaint is that the Bush ad-
ministration did not exhaust all “pokitical” op-
fions before going to war. “Polities . . . more
polities . . . he said, wagging a finger. But with
Messrs. Chirac and Sehrdder such adamant op-
ponents, what more, I ask, should have been
done? Mr. Lévy's response was as follows, and
chivalry prevents me from making a Dublic
judgment ef it: “America supported Saddam for
vears ang years. You could have waited a few
months mere for him fo die, vf ogtural or non-
natural causes . . . or for an opposition move-
meni to grow up . .." Besides, he addec, refer-
ring to the Iragis, “you canaot liberate wm peu-
ple somnginbule” —a people steepwalking.

* *

Mr. Lévy regards his own eriticism of Amer-
ica not A< Anti-Americanism, but as tongh love.
He is an assiduous believer i America’s “mani-
fest destiny,” and expects this country, clearly,
to uphold the highest gtandards—as 1€ Sees
them. Snme of these standards he would pre-
serine to Framce, in particular the American
approach {o citizenship. He contyasts the
“moedel of Dearburn” —ihe Defroit suburb, home
to gignificant numbers of contenced Arab-Ameri-
cans—with the “mogel of St. Denis," the Pari-
sian beniiey where discontented Arab imrmi-
grants (never referred to as Arab-Frenchman)
ran riot late last year. “What is .good sbout
America is that in erder to be a citizen, you are
not asked to resign from vour former identity.
vou cannot t2ll Varagarajan or Lavy, ‘You have
1o erase from your mind the aneestors you had.’
In ¥rance, we erase.”

Arterica, Mr. Lévy concludes, “is a factory of
citizens, which has some defccts, some prob-
lerns., but the country works. not too hadly. Bel-
ter, T think, than mine.”

Mr. Varadarajan 35 ediforial fetures edttor of
The Wall Street Jowrnai,
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