
Two related anecdotes come to mind. The first involves a remark made by a fellow
student at the IowaWriters’ Workshop on the day of the attack on the Twin Towers
and the Pentagon. The fiction workshops are always held on Tuesday afternoons,
and September 11, 2001, fell on a Tuesday. No one knew what form the workshop
would take that day, but I suspected everyone felt as I did: too rattled to concen-
trate on student manuscripts. Besides, to go forward with workshop-as-usual would
seem inappropriate, not to mention unreal.

But what to say? Our instructor, Marilynne Robinson, took her seat at the head
of the seminar table and uttered a single word: “Well.”

Then, silence. We looked at our hands. Finally one student, a man in his twen-
ties, blurted, “This is the story, right? The story of our time?”

He, like the rest of us, was an aspiring writer always on the lookout for stories,
and for this reason the crassness of his remark might be forgiven. And this particular
student had on other occasions expressed his disappointment that his generation
lacked an overarching “story.” By a story, I suppose he meant a war. Every previous
generation seemed to have its war and its war writers. There was Hemingway’s
World War I, Norman Mailer’s World War II, Tim O’Brien’s Vietnam. In 1991
there was even the Gulf War, which, despite its brevity, Iowa workshopper Anthony
Swofford was managing to squeeze a book out of (later to be published as “Jarhead”).

The other anecdote involves a short story I wrote for a collection published in
2001. The story has to do with the military coup in Chile that overthrew Salvador
Allende. The date of that bloody day, September 11, 1973, is mentioned in the
first paragraph. After seeing the story, a U.S. relative contacted me and asked me
how long after the events of September 11, 2001, I’d written my story. I told him the
book came out in March 2001, six months before 9/11/01. But had this date, Sep-
tember 11, appeared in the first printing of the book, he wanted to know, or had
I managed to slip it in for the book’s second printing for, you know, marketing pur-
poses? No, I replied, that date, September 11, 1973, was really mentioned before
the events of 9/11/01. The coincidence floored him. That someone could have
written about another violent September 11 without the events of 9/11/01 to inspire
him, that there could have even been another September of equal or greater vio-
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lence and trauma, strained credulity. It seemed impudent, almost. Why, September 11
was our, our American, date. It belonged to our story and our time.

These anecdotes point to a need many North Americans seem to share: a
need to have their very own story of national victimization. Goodness knows every
other country has had one (though let’s not tastelessly mention all the national
traumas, like Chile’s in the 70s, aided and abetted by U.S. foreign policy). But the
opportunity to become a proper victim faded with the fall of communism. After
the fall of communism, it seemed the U.S. had no enemies that could harm it in any
important way. We were masters of the universe, and it appeared we would re-
main so until the end of history. And since the end of history, according to Francis
Fukuyama, was now, this meant forever.

It’s lonely at the top. Americans don’t feel altogether at ease there. As Hegel
pointed out in his Master/Slave dialectic, things can get mighty discomfiting for
the poor old master. After all, the master receives acknowledgment of his mastery
only from his slave; but how can he value the opinion of something as degraded
as a slave? When the 9/11 terrorists struck, we Americans suddenly found our-
selves as vulnerable as everyone else. This felt kind of good, in its way. Maybe we
weren’t such masters after all! Certainly our leaders didn’t behave like masters.
They didn’t coolly assess the situation for what it was —a rather spectacular attack
by a ragtag band of extremists— and simply go after them in their havens. They
also concocted an “axis of evil” comprising three disparate countries, two of them,
Iraq and Iran, mortal enemies of one another, and the third, North Korea, a remote
peninsula of weirdness that had nothing to do with the other two. And none of
these countries had anything to do with the 9/11/01 terrorists.

Now we’re mired in a ground war in one of those countries and have goad-
ed the other two into building nuclear weapons. Now we’re down and dirty, back
in the world. Now we have a nice little story. It reads a bit like a bad thriller, com-
plete with melodramatic opening “hook” followed by a series of improbable
complications and too many characters, but by golly it’s our story, with a firm
beginning grounded on a specific date. Now we’re in the middle. It’s beginning to
go on a bit, to “sag” as we say in the writers’ workshops. But we’re trying to fix
that. Stay tuned for the end.

On a very personal level, a couple of weeks after 9/11/01, my partner of twelve
years announced that she had to leave me and our bohemian lifestyle. I subse-
quently read that in the months following 9/11, a spike had occurred in the fre-
quency of divorces, marriages, career changes, babymaking, and other major
life-transforming decisions. I suppose she could be added to that statistic. She went
back to her small Midwestern hometown, got married, had a baby, sought the suc-
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cor and stability of the hearth in the face of what she perhaps perceived to be the
coming storm.

As I am very pale, I can’t say I have suffered any kind of profiling or racial
discrimination in the wake of 9/11. On the contrary, I believe I enjoy more than
ever what 60s radicals called White Skin Privilege. I have seen Mexican and
Central American immigrants bearing the brunt of the increase in xenophobia in
the U.S. over the past five years.

I will sum up my answer to these points by admitting, first and foremost, that
my anti-religion sentiments have sharpened in the last few years as I observe reli-
gious zealots of all sorts taking control of governments that I believe should be
directed by people who are in turn guided by enlightenment principles. I recog-
nize and appreciate religion for what it is, i.e., the hypertrophy of social cognition,
in which the human mind, in acknowledging the existence of other minds, over-
shoots this capacity and ascribes mindfulness to all manner of supernatural beings;
and I don’t object to people enjoying this freakish faculty, but it must be kept under
control in the consideration of matters of state. Separation of church and state will
not, of course, prevent all wars, but it should at least keep dangerous apocalyptic
visions from entering into political decision-making.

We atheists and agnostics, among whose number we can count the great
majority of members of the National Academy of Sciences, must become more
militant and prevent the hypertrophists from deciding the fate of our planet. My
Bible-thumping neighbors here in the great state of Texas warn me that if I do not
repent of this course, I will, at the time of the Rapture and the Great Soul Harvest,
be left behind and tormented by horse-sized locusts with lions’ teeth and scorpi-
ons’ tails, but I suppose I will take that chance if it means my views, united with those
of other pagans, can prevail and thwart the Armageddon the fundamentalists of all
stripes are so keenly looking forward to, and preparing for.

The war in Iraq, it goes without saying, has been a blunder of immense pro-
portions. As such, it is a direct indictment of conservative thinking, which actual-
ly is not thinking at all, but thoughtless reaction. Conservatives have long ridiculed
liberals for their “effeminate” deliberation, prevarication, and consideration of com-
plexity, as opposed to manly action. Up until now, this has gotten conservatives a
lot of political mileage in anti-intellectual America. One can only hope that the tide
is turning in this respect, and that Americans are becoming a wiser, more thought-
ful people. It’s been a long time coming.

I’ve observed a growing alarm among my students at the University of Texas-
Pan American in deep South Texas, 90 percent of whom are Mexican-American,
at the xenophobia surrounding the immigration issue. After all, these are people
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whose ancestors were conquered in that most imperialist of wars, theMexican-Amer-
ican War, and later hunted down like animals by the Texas Rangers. Particularly
disturbing is this plan to build a wall —el muro de la vergüenza— along much of the
border. To the injury of the U.S. conquest, which divided families on either side
of the new border, is now added this further insult of a wall. The people here are not
quick to anger or rebellion, but how much humiliation are they expected to take?

I think One Wound for Another/Una herida por otra was a great project. It is impor-
tant to hear people other than the “experts” speak on these issues. I thought the
variety of testimonios was fantastic, and the interlingual format was very pleasing,
at least to me, since I work in both languages.
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