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Susan Sontag (1933-2004): An American Dissenter
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Susan Sontag, female and American equivalent to the male and European polymaths Roger Scrutton and Umberto Eco, died just four months ago. This paper wishes to be homage to and short portrait of this glorified and at the same time condemned “Dark Lady of the American Letters” as Sontag was sometimes called. Another aim of this talk is to offer a different point of view of the theme of this conference. Unlike the papers dealing with events and aspects uniting or dividing USA and Europe in objective, detached and analytic fashion, this paper presents a deeply personal, attitudinal, perhaps even controversial look at the same subjects. It might be of an interest not only because Susan Sontag’s was an immediate experiencing of the events from the point of view of a member of the godfatherly/usurper nation and at the same time a bearer of cultural tradition of intellectual elite but also because she as a woman had the strength and courage (which by some was regarded as a mere opportunism) to intervene and participate actively on the events that shaped the history of the second half of the twentieth century.
Sontag was born in New York in 1933 in a family of Polish and Latvian-Jewish descent. A brilliant student, she received what she herself later called “probably the best university education imaginable” – she studied literature, philosophy and theology at Harvard, Chicago, Berkeley, Oxford and Sorbonne. She started to establish herself both as a writer and an essayist during the 1960s: in 1964 the much acclaimed collection of essays on art and culture Notes on Camp was published, followed by Against Interpretation two years later. During this time she also wrote her first novel Benefactor. Apart from novels and short stories, Sontag also directed several films and was an occasional playwright and theatre director. However, the genre she became celebrated for and was most eloquent in was essay. She was able to cover countless issues and subjects, ranging from literature, visual arts, pornography, education and its function, to AIDS or various aesthetic categories e.g. camp. She saw each and every thing she was dealing with as a part of her own culture, and by here the word culture doesn’t mean the official popular American culture only, but rather the rare and remarkable amalgam of the former and the elitist, cosmopolitan culture of intellectual minority.
Sontag was one of those American writers, who did a great deal to familiarize Americans with the work of crucial European authors of the 20th century. Apart from introducing the French existentialist and post-structuralist crowd (Jean Paul Sartre, Rolland Barthes, Michel Foucault), she also brought Czeslaw Milosz or Milan Kundera to the land of plenty. In her already mentioned essay ‘Against Interpretation’, she predicted the future defeat of official Communism was inscribed in its negation of literature.
 Christopher Hitchens claims that “it is hard to think of any other American author or intellectual who would be as sincerely mourned as Susan Sontag will be […], from Berlin to Prague to Sarajevo” and goes on noting that immediately after Sontag died, the Sarajevo Mayor, Muhidin Hamamdzic announced that the city will name a street after her.
 Sontag drew inspiration from European sources as novelist, too. The Vulcano Lover, her third novel which was written in 1992 and became bestseller, was based on historical facts – its story revolves around the figures of Sir William Hamilton and his wife Lady Emma and her lover Lord Nelson. Her last novel, In America, written in 1999, is a story of a Polish immigrant struggling for a living in late 19th century California.
The intertwinement of the American and European cultures and its visions of world and conceptions of art, close connection of the political and the aesthetic issues is a trait that I would like to demonstrate on a few of Sontag’s theoretical books and also her postures in political and social matters. In the middle of 1960s in her Notes on Camp she shook up the then official cultural and intellectual establishment represented by the leftist Partisan Review by defining and applauding until then a marginalized kind of sensibility – one that stressed artifice, exaggeration and the veneration of style. Arthur C. Danto, professor emeritus of philosophy at Columbia said to The New York Times: “She prepared the ground for the reception of the pop revolution of the following years, which was in many ways essentially a gay revolution”
 – Andy Warhol, John Giorno, Jasper Johns or Rob Rauschenberg and many others. The key statement of the text, consciously tributary to Oscar Wilde – “Style is everything” – is often misunderstood by Sontag’s adversaries and used against her as an argument of her inner void and moral irresponsibility together with another now notorious “stylish” remark uttered also in the 1960s – that the white race is a cancer of mankind. But, as it was already pointed out, these were the turbulent 1960s and Sontag was much more radical if not in the way she expressed her ideas, then quite certainly in her political thinking. But there are other stories to tell, stories that counter the accusations of moral irresponsibility: in 1989 she took an uncompromising stand in the Rushdie affair when a lot of people tried to explain that the Indian novelist must have done something really appalling in his Satanic Verses (the book he was sentenced to death by the Iranian leader Ayattolah Khomeini). Sontag – in that year the president of the American branch of PEN – testified to the U.S. Senate and opposed to Jimmy Carter who managed to suggest that Rushdie was a mere opportunist trying to sell books in the most sensationalist of ways and she urged the U.S. government to consider the freedom of literature to be one of the country’s national interests. Although this may not seem to have been an act of exceptional courage nowadays, there were killings involved in the Rushdie fatwa as well as bombing the bookstores that sold his books and hotels he stayed at.

A bit less unequivocal was her attitude towards the work of the German film-maker Leni Riefenstahl. In accordance with her formalist conception of art, Sontag claimed that Riefenstahl’s is a work of genius in the sense she masters the aesthetic form. The contents or the message of the work was irrelevant for Sontag. Roughly ten years later in a brilliant essay titled Fascinating Fascism she eventually reconsidered her position by showing that characteristic aesthetic features of Riefenstahl’s films are closely associated with the ideological values of Nazism. She however remained tenacious and impulsive in the way she voiced and presented her opinions. In 1993 she travelled to the collapsing Yugoslavia and staged Beckett’s Waiting for Godot in Sarajevo under siege. This was an act of controversy for some and of American interventionism – albeit sophisticatedly styled – for others. For those who were able to empathize with the Bosnians and to acknowledge war as an evil immediately and inadvertently affecting lives of people involved the message was nevertheless clear – it was an appeal for help or intervention – to use a more neutral term – from the morally alert part of the world and at the same time signal to the cosmopolitan and liberal-minded people. The fact was Sontag didn’t tackle questions of a military intervention or any other geographical or political issues; the choice of the masterpiece of the absurd drama aimed at the one truth only: the existence of Sarajevo civilians whose lives were threatened by a force they were not able to stop themselves and no one else was willing to oppose. She expressed her opinion of the international military intervention in 1999 article Why Are We in Kosowo? – the title being a clear allusion to the 1957 novel by Norman Mailer Why Are We in Vietnam? Sontag confutes the arguments against intervention based on the assumption that violation of the borders of a sovereign state is illegal by questioning the sovereignty of national borders in a region where they have been altered so many times during the last hundred years. She compares the idea that whatever happens within the borders of a sovereign state is legal and should not be opposed to, to murdering a member of one’s own family – legal when in one’s own house, illegal when outside in the streets. Another argument for the military intervention brings up the concept of ‘New’ versus ‘The Other’ Europe. The New Europe is a civilized continent. Sontag mockingly conveys the general opinion that claims that nothing like this could ever happen in, say, France or Spain which cruelly contrasts with Sarajevo people asking in disbelief during the siege: How can the West be letting this happen to us? We are in Europe, too... But, concludes Sontag bitterly, they did not know that in the new geopolitical division the Balkans were not in Europe.
 All this shows quite clearly, I think, that Sontag believed that there was such a thing like a just war. For her a just war meant affronting a state that massacres its own people.
Susan Sontag was labelled polymath by some and it will be difficult to find a similar mind in the USA of these days. Not only was she able to capture the gist of things in time when hardly ever could, but she was also capable of doing this with a lucid essayist style that draws upon the French tradition coming from Michel de Montaigne and – as Paul Berman, a significant political analyst claims – Sontag’s mind really was closer to that of a French essayist, that favours the personal, engaged approach and attitude than to an American, scientifically objective one.
 The attitude was definitely too much for the American public to take at one time. Sontag’s reaction to the immediate media representation of the 9/11 attacks bewildered even those who sided with her till then. The following words made her a traitor of the American nation for many of her fellow citizens from then on: “The discontent between last Tuesday’s monstrous dose of reality and the self-righteous drivel and outright deceptions being peddled by public figures and TV commentators is startling, depressing. The voices licensed to follow the event seem to have joined together in a campaign to infantilize the public. Where is the acknowledgement that this was not a “cowardly” attack on “civilization” or “liberty” or “humanity” or “the free world” but an attack on the world’s self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a consequence of specific American alliances and actions?” she went on, enraging the country by claiming that “whatever may be said of the perpetrators of Tuesday’s slaughter, they were not cowards.”
 I believe the nub of the misunderstanding that turned so many people against her lay in wrong interpretation of her protest: she did not protest against the grieving, against the fear, those were relevant emotions as far as she was concerned. She stood up against the way media brainwashed the Americans, tightening their morals and courage and at the same time using the rhetoric of sentimentalism: it was this “infantilization of the society” she spoke against: “Those in public office have let us know that they consider their task to be a manipulative one: confidence-building and grief management. Politics – the politics of democracy which entails disagreement, which promotes candor – has been replaced by psychotherapy”.
 Later in an interview for the internet magazine Salon.com she confessed she was crying when she was reading all the small obituaries people were putting up on the site of the attack during the days that followed it, but she clung to her previous critical posture. She criticized media; CNN as well as BBC, for their policies that strained to as if conceal the physical existence of Osama bin Ladin by deliberately not replaying any photo or video footage showing his person.
 

The Sarajevo events plus the 9/11 and its aftermath were reflected in her last theoretical work Regarding the Pain of the Others (2003). In this book of essays on war photography Sontag expressed her thoughts on representation of human suffering in the specific context of war. Admitting that ambiguity and deception are in the very nature of every visual representation, she asserts that we don’t have the right not to look upon them: “It seems a good in itself to acknowledge, to have enlarged, one’s sense of how much suffering caused by human wickedness there is in the world we share with others. Someone who is perennially surprised that depravity exists … has not reached moral or psychological adulthood… No one after a certain age has the right to this kind of innocence, of superficiality, to this degree of ignorance, or amnesia.”
 Calvin Bedient in his essay Passion and War says: “Sontag … defends “watching suffering at a distance”, there being no other way of watching…But by watching Sontag doesn’t mean gawking; she means “thinking”. To paraphrase several sages: “Nobody can think and hit someone at the same time.”
 In this book, I think, Sontag eventually denounced the ‘style-over content’ tendency of her work, a posture she flirted with some thirty years ago. She acknowledged the fact that photographs of pain are potentially instructive and humbling but also potentially misleading and corrupting. In intermediating the horrors of war (Vietnam, Bosnia or any other), no vehicle can be trusted, concludes Sontag, because any representation diminishes the actuality of the real thing.
Another personal and in a way shocking engagement in things she wrote about was also visible in her book Illness as Metaphor (1977). This book was written soon after Sontag learned she suffered of breast cancer. It examined the cultural mythologizing of disease as such (tuberculosis as the illness of the 19th century Romantics, cancer as a modern day scourge). The argument expressed in this work is, that although illness is used often punitively as a figure or metaphor for all sorts of political, military, and other processes, the most truthful way is to resist such metaphoric thinking. The book was later revised and expanded as AIDS and its Metaphors (1988), in which Sontag saw AIDS as one of the most “mean-laden” of diseases, and criticized the aspect of punishment by means of social exclusion that was connected to it.
Susan Sontag fought cancer herself for nearly thirty years. She underwent mastectomy and two and half year course of radiation. Despite the doctor’s prognosis (10 per cent chance of surviving for two years), she died on 28 December, 2004.
According to the New York Time obituary, Sontag “was described, variously, as explosive, anticlimactic, original, derivative, naïve, sophisticated, approachable, aloof, condescending, populist, puritanical, […], tenacious, ecstatic, melancholic, humorous, humorless, deadpan, rhapsodic, cantankerous and clever. No one ever called her dull.”
 To say that she was all of these names but the last one is a sheer cliché – but perhaps it is a cliché Susan Sontag herself would relish.
Note on the Czech translations of Sontag’s books

The Czech translations of Sontag’s works are rather scarce: In the year 1997 Illness as Metaphor (Nemoc jako metafora) and AIDS and its Metaphors (AIDS a jeho metafory) were published in Mladá Fronta; the novel Volcano Lover (Vulkán) and the monograph On Photography (O fotografii) were published in Paseka in the year 2002 and the translations of Under the Sign of the Saturn and Regarding the Pain of Others as Ve znamení Saturnu and S bolestí druhých před očima are announced for this year.
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