
W
h

at is it w
ith

 p
irates? A

t a lib
eral 

u
n

iversity, on
e w

h
ere m

ost everyth
in

g 
is, 

or 
sh

ou
ld

 
b

e, 
“p

roblem
atized

,” 
p

irates 
exist 

in
 

a 
blissfu

l 
altern

ate 
reality 

of 
u

n
com

p
licated

 
gen

eral 
accep

tan
ce. In

 fact, th
ey are ad

ored
. H

as 
an

yon
e stop

p
ed

 to ask
 w

h
at is b

eh
in

d
 

all th
is fu

ss ab
ou

t p
irates th

at goes on
 

w
ith

 th
e college-age set, all th

is sh
ow

 
of ad

op
tin

g p
irate rh

etoric an
d

 d
ress, 

of form
in

g p
irate-orien

ted
 grou

p
s, of 

gleefu
lly 

m
im

ick
in

g 
p

irate 
son

g 
an

d
 

d
an

ce? I th
in

k
 it’s tim

e w
e con

sid
ered

 
th

e stran
ge m

ix of attribu
tes th

at m
ake 

p
irates so in

exp
licably com

p
ellin

g to 
u

s.T
h

ere’s n
o b

etter tim
e to refl

ect on
 

th
is m

atter, p
oised

 as w
e are a w

eek
 

(an
d

 h
alf a w

orld
 aw

ay geograp
h

ically, 
th

an
k

 
G

od
!) 

from
 

th
e 

m
ost 

recen
t 

p
irate attack

, on
e th

at h
ap

p
en

ed
 in

 th
e 

real w
orld

—
in

 th
e In

d
ian

 O
cean

 off 
th

e coast of Som
alia. T

h
e victim

ized
 

sh
ip

 w
as a U

S cru
ise lin

er called
 th

e 
Seabourn Spirit, p

iloted
 by a m

an
 n

am
ed

 
Sven

. 
Sven

, 
accord

in
g 

to 
on

e 
of 

th
e 

sh
ip

’s 
p

assen
gers 

(as 
q

u
oted

 
by 

th
e 

B
B

C
), “d

id
 h

is b
est to ru

n
 d

ow
n

 th
e 

p
irates,” bu

t w
as u

n
able to p

reven
t an

 
attack

 th
at con

sisted
 of m

ore th
an

 an
 

h
ou

r of b
om

b
ard

m
en

t, in
clu

d
in

g rapid 
m

achine gun fire. W
h

en
 you

 th
in

k
 p

irates, d
o 

you
 th

in
k

: m
ach

in
e gu

n
s? T

h
is p

irate 
attack

, as w
ell as th

e 22 oth
ers th

at 
h

ave occu
rred

 sin
ce M

arch
 15 in

 th
e 

d
an

gerou
s w

aters off th
e Som

ali coast, 
d

efy ou
r cu

tely com
m

od
ifi

ed
 n

otion
 of 

h
ow

 p
irates acted

 in
 h

istory. I say “in
 

h
istory” 

b
ecau

se 
th

e 
con

tem
p

orary 
p

irate fetish
 is on

e p
red

icated
 on

 th
e 

n
on

existen
ce of p

irates in
 th

e p
resen

t. 
Ju

st as th
e m

assive slau
gh

ter of M
ao’s 

regim
e in

 C
h

in
a m

u
st b

e ign
ored

 in
 

ord
er to w

ear th
e red

-starred
 cap

 or 
sp

ort 
th

e 
p

ocket 
red

 
b

ook
, 

so 
m

u
st 

th
e reality of th

e violen
t p

resen
t d

ay 
p

irates b
e overlooked

 in
 favor of a h

azy, 
P

ip
p

i 
L

on
gstock

in
g-esq

u
e 

fan
tasy 

of 
p

irates’ p
lace in

 h
istory.  

T
h

e fact is, p
irates k

illed
 p

eop
le in

 th
e 

p
ast, an

d
 th

ey con
tinu

e to k
ill p

eop
le 

tod
ay. 

L
ike 

th
e 

M
afi

a, 
h

ow
ever, 

w
e 

in
sist on

 valorizin
g an

d
 d

om
esticatin

g 
th

em
 in

 a w
ay th

at’s taken
 for gran

ted
. 

T
h

e w
ay w

e talk
 ab

ou
t p

irates, w
ith

 a 
con

sisten
t d

etach
ed

 jok
in

ess, refl
ects 

ou
r in

sisten
ce th

at th
ese fi

gu
res are 

safely 
w

ith
in

 
ou

r 
con

trol. 
E

ven
 

th
e 

ab
ove 

cited
 

p
assen

ger 
of 

th
e 

cru
ise 

lin
er, u

n
d

ou
b

ted
ly sh

aken
 as sh

e m
u

st 

h
ave b

een
, m

an
aged

 to in
ject a n

ote of 
iron

y 
in

to 
h

er 
p

ost-attack
 

statem
en

t. 
Sh

e’s 
clearly 

con
sciou

s 
of 

th
e 

w
ay 

th
e syn

tax of “ru
n

 d
ow

n
 th

e p
irates”

 
is 

goin
g 

to 
sou

n
d

 
to 

con
tem

p
orary 

W
estern

 
ears. 

If 
even

 
a 

n
ear-victim

 
is u

n
able to take p

irates seriou
sly it 

d
oesn’t b

od
e w

ell for th
e rest of u

s.
T

o 
ask

 
w

hy 
p

irates 
h

ave 
ach

ieved
 

com
fortably 

tren
d

y 
k

itsch
 

statu
s 

am
on

g m
id

d
le class you

n
g ad

u
lts is to 

get at som
eth

in
g cru

cial ab
ou

t h
ow

 w
e 

live in
 th

is w
orld

 of fi
ction

al h
istories 

an
d

 clean
ed

-u
p

 textb
ook

s, of terrorists 
an

d
 lyin

g P
resid

en
ts. P

irates em
b

od
y 

freed
om

 from
 th

e con
strain

ts of society; 
th

ey 
can

 
m

ove 
ab

ou
t 

n
om

ad
ically, 

th
ey can

 treat oth
ers an

d
 th

em
selves 

as 
th

ey 
p

lease 
(even

 
rap

e, 
in

 
th

is 
con

text, 
is 

relatively 
u

n
p

roblem
atic). 

In
 

th
eir 

hyp
er-m

ascu
lin

ity 
th

ere 
is 

also, 
p

arad
oxically, 

an
 

od
d

 
cap

acity 
for gen

d
er p

lay. A
s Joh

n
n

y D
ep

p
 h

as 
d

em
on

strated
, effem

in
ate p

irates are 
great. W

om
en

 p
irates are great. B

eyon
d

 
th

is 
d

eligh
tfu

l 
rid

icu
lou

sn
ess 

of 
th

e 
stereotyp

ical p
irate, ou

r u
n

q
u

estion
in

g 
ad

oration
 

sp
eak

s 
to 

ou
r 

n
eed

, 
in

 
a 

tim
e of w

ar, to id
en

tify p
eop

le w
h

o 
can

 b
e violen

t w
ith

ou
t actu

ally b
ein

g 
frigh

ten
in

g. W
e n

eed
 to b

e clear-eyed
 

m
ed

iators, b
ru

sh
in

g asid
e th

e resid
u

e 
of 

w
h

at 
everyon

e 
else 

th
in

k
s 

to 
see 

p
irates for w

h
o th

ey are. 
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11.17

larger 

While awaiting his Coquilles St. 
Jacques Chez Maxims, Craig S. Smith 
New York Times correspondent had 
ample time to excogitate on the 
peculiarities of  the Gallic character.  

“What makes someone French?” he 
dared to ask in a front page Nov. 11 
article.  Have the holy trinity of  the 
beret, the baguette, and the striped 
shirt fallen into disuse?  Or are 
there
questions at stake?  So bold, so 
breathless, so hard-hitting.  Smith’s 
former professor at the Sorbonne, 
now residing in the Berkshires, 
wrote to congratulate him on 
an intrepid reportage.  A worthy 
rival to his feverish scrawlings on 
Baudelaire written on the back of  
leaflets exhorting “sous la pave 
la plage.” The ones he tells his 
friends he wrote in June of  1968 
from a café on Rue Monsieur 
Le-Prince.  Incidentally, the very 
pieces that landed him the coveted 
correspondent slot in Paris.  For 

once, the help at Maxim’s has 
saved their unction, allowing Mr. 
Smith the piece of  mind to reach 
an unqualified state of  grace these 
past two weeks, in which he has 
churned out an article a day.  In 
fact, he’s even had time to hobnob 
with French politico insiders and 
bring his insights to Times readers 
with “The French Riots: A Political 
Scorecard” on November 13th.  Or 
was the article ghost-written by a 
copy boy at Le Monde and then sent 
over to Mr. Smith with his pichet au 
vin?  Absent as ever was the voice 
of  the radical Trotskyite Left that 
won over three million votes in the 
last presidential elections and was 
instrumental in mobilizing the no 
vote on the EU constitution.  But 
they don’t fit into the boilerplate 
bildungsroman of  the French nation 
that Mr. Smith spoon feeds his 
readers like so much cod-liver oil.  
Which, by the way you can put on 
the expense account. 
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