10 December 2001

Pascal Debout

7 bis, rue d’Austrasie

57000 Metz

France

Dear Pascal:


Although you say you’re not sending reproaches, you should. Your first letter did reach me, and you were instantly put on my list of things to do—where you languished, while students and journal duties and this and that kept after me, keeping me from completing the most ordinary tasks.

I’m planning a research trip to New York this January. I have to admit that going to New York is like writing this letter. I realize I may have put off writing to you, not just because I was busy, but also because I don’t want to talk about September 11. While there are Americans even more remote from the World Trade Center than I am, I am relatively quite removed from anthrax threats and bombs (though if 92-year-old ladies in rural Pennsylvania can die of anthrax poisoning, who can’t?).Yet preparing to go to New York next month seems to me like what rape victims are said to go through, when they have to face their tormentors. I feel nervous, exposed, and fouled—and I’m not even a New Yorker! I’ve always regarded New York as the center of American imagination and the guardian of everything I care about in the world, precious things of which we have charge.

I know this sounds like I’ve been reading Ruskin too much, but it’s very visceral. I’m not filled with anger so much as horror and disgust that these madmen can destroy so much. And it makes me feel so terribly helpless to realize that the madman looks with equal horror and disgust on me and my culture. I know that he is wrong, but I despair of convincing him. I have beliefs at the core of me, so much a part of me that I can ultimately appeal only to a ground of experiential knowledge, and I have always known that such evidence as “experience” can only be authenticated poetically—and, because poetically, not convincingly for some. But I have always lived with a comfort that, difficult of conveyance and proof as such truths may be, I lived in a society that would allow me the latitude to live my truth (which itself may be best attempt at convincing others), even if my convictions were (and are) denied all around me. But our attackers are not interested in allowing such latitude. And that makes me feel very desperate.

Just as distressing is the expectation for patriotism, which I have never liked, if only because such morons trade in it. In the South, one has to put up with half-educated people in positions of great power, who regard political office as a pulpit for all sorts of nasty prejudices, which either they’re idiotic enough themselves to believe or they’re cynical enough to know that their constituents will admire them for. One goes to New York to escape such provincial fools. But the madmen have gotten hold of New York.

Regards,

David Hanson

