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CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS
of the grieving process for their son, even
asking him to be involved in a memorial service.
Getting Hitchens started on the righteousness
of the Iraq War is, to deploy the kind of classical
allusion he might indulge in, like asking Cato
the Elder whether Carthage must be destroyed.
I try and avoid the boilerplate lecture by asking
Hitchens to explain what he thinks has to happen
in Iraq to justify the blood sacriﬁce of Daily and
so many others, not least the tens of thousands
of dead Iraqi men, women and children who
never signed up to enter a war zone.
“I’ve been going to Iraq since the ’70s and
it was very clear by the ﬁrst decade of this
century, at least, if not the one before, that
whatever was going to happen in Iraq, a lot of
people were going to die. Whilst Saddam was
still in power and the UN sanctions were still in
place — and remember these were imposed by
the organisation that all the peaceniks pretend
to respect — people would come up to me all
the time and say: ‘The sanctions are killing
100,000 Iraqi children a year’. I thought some of
those estimates were exaggerated, but let’s say
many tens of thousands were dying needlessly
because of those sanctions.
“So, you tell me there were all these civilian
casualties without a war? Well, that’s easy,
we can prevent that right now — remove
the regime that necessitates the sanctions.
And they would say, in effect, ‘We don’t hate
the sanctions that much’. That’s bad faith,
right there. The point they were implicitly
making was there’s a ruined and maimed and
traumatised Iraq in our future either way. The
shortest way out of that is make Iraq not any
longer the private property of a psychopathic
crime family. And that was the decision
I decided was the right one. And, of course, that
involves casualties too, but nobody now says
there are 100,000 babies dying in Iraq every
year. On the contrary, the society has recovered
its pulse to some extent. It has elections, a
constitution, a supreme court and a parliament.
“Of course I wish it had come at a lower price,
but the price was extracted by the crime family.
There’s no really important person in the antiwar movement who I haven’t debated with.
And I’ve never had an answer to those
challenges and I don’t expect one now. They
don’t care about the people in Iraq at all. To
them it’s just another excuse to bang on about
American imperialism.”

H

itch 22 is, by Hitchens’ own account,
“essentially a book about the battle of
ideas and how minds change and what
experiences do to you”. I ask him what it is about
utopian visions that so appeals to young men, be
it the establishment of a socialist paradise in his
own case, or helping to create a democratic Iraq
in Daily’s. Or, it might be added, the imposition
of a worldwide caliphate in the case of an Islamic

suicide bomber. After upbraiding me for
suggesting there could ever be anything utopian
about a caliphate, Hitchens muses: “Well, it
would be a terrible thing if young people didn’t
feel that they knew everything at a certain
point in their lives. It really would be because
life would be very dull. Great things have been
achieved by people who, if they had known they
were young and ignorant, wouldn’t have had
the courage to go to the barricades. I never want
to sneer at people like that because they are a
great engine of history. If that sort of energy
dried up, it would be a very dreary world. What
people do when they look back at their younger
self is think, ‘He was a bit of a naïve simpleton’
or they think, ‘I wish I was as brave now as I was
then.’ It should be a bit of both, I feel. Even if
you become curmudgeonly, you musn’t become
condescending.”
Hitchens, obviously
some way off lapsing
into a state of resigned
docility himself, is
presently attempting to
convince billions of the
faithful that their value
systems are based on
arrant nonsense. And,
unlike the live-and-letlive atheism of yore,
the Hitchens variety
is determined to hold
the world’s clerics to
account for their sins.
Hitchens, in
partnership with
fellow militant atheist
Richard Dawkins, has
engaged the services
of his friend, barrister
Geoffrey Robertson,
to take legal action
against the Pope over
his alleged role in the
cover-up of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church
when he visits Britain later this year. “It’s a
perfectly simple question, that I decided to
answer by trying it on,” he says, when I query
the likelihood of any judge or politician signing
off on the arrest warrant of a spiritual leader
with one billion followers. “Why is this not a
legal matter? Why do the newspapers keep
asking when will the Catholic Church clean
up its act? Do they have their own courts? Do
they have their own law? Are they arranging
to forgive themselves again? It’s not their job,
it’s within the compass of the law. There’s very
clear evidence that there was an arrangement
made to deliver children to people who would
rape them. And there was an arrangement to
obstruct justice if anyone wanted to complain
about it. Well, excuse me, but where is the
Attorney-General, the Department of Public
Prosecutions, here? Why is it being left to
private individuals?”

I ask the author of God Is Not Great – How
Religion Poisons Everything if going up against
the Supreme Being will be the last great battle
of his public life.
“My ﬁrst one, actually, was that discovery
that I don’t believe in the supernatural and
I don’t want to be told by humans who claim
there is one what to do,” he replies. “You
haven’t freed yourself mentally until you have
confronted that question. For me, that’s the
essential confrontation and the original one,
because either there’s one book that tells you
the whole truth and is basically all that you
need, or everything is risky and you have
to keep thinking for yourself. So now I’m
identiﬁed with a group, a current of opinion,
that really takes its stand on philosophical
doubt. And, yeah, I think I can happily live the
rest of my life looking upon that as a positive
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commitment and a repudiation of anything
totalitarian, absolutist or faith-based. It’s not so
much religion, as the willingness to take things
on faith. Waste of mind to do that.”
And with that, Hitchens and his brilliant
mind stagger into the night, in search of the
next drink, argument, noble cause, unspeakable
outrage, convivial friend or worthy enemy.
Playing the interview tape back later, I discover
Hitchens has murmured, “Death is coming,
death is coming” during a break when I rushed
off to relieve my beer-bloated bladder. I can’t
tell whether this is Hitchens being deliberately
mischievous, or the in vino veritas self-talk of a
man all too aware that his end will soon be nigh.
Either way, I hope death doesn’t come too soon
for Hitch. The world will be a far more tedious,
bland and uninspiring place once he’s gone.
Postscript: As GQ went to press, Hitchens
announced he had cancer of the oesophagus.
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