
Ronald Reagan Presidential Library
Digital Library Collections

This is a PDF of a folder from our textual collections.

Collection: Green, Max: Files 1985-1988
Folder Title: Anti-Semitism

 Box: 03

To see more digitized collections visit: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/digitized-textual-material 

To see all Ronald Reagan Presidential Library inventories visit: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/white-house-inventories 

Contact a reference archivist at: reagan.library@nara.gov  

Citation Guidelines: https://reaganlibrary.gov/archives/research-
support/citation-guide 

National Archives Catalogue: https://catalog.archives.gov/

https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/digitized-textual-material
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/white-house-inventories
https://reaganlibrary.gov/archives/research-support/citation-guide
https://reaganlibrary.gov/archives/research-support/citation-guide
https://catalog.archives.gov/


e. 

Commentary 

The Hate That Dare Not Speak Its Name 

Norman Podhoretz 

r:sT March, in a special issue commem-
orating its 120th anniversary, the 

Nation published an article by the novelist Gore 
Vidal entitled "The Empire Lovers Strike Back" 
which impressed me and many other people as the 
most blatantly anti-Semitic outburst to have ap
peared in a respectable American periodical since 
World War II. The Nat ion is a left-wing (or, some 
would say, a liberal) magazine run by an editor, 
Victor Navasky, who is himself Jewish. Yet one 
reader (who happened not to be Jewish) wrote in 
a personal letter to Navasky that he could n_ot re
call encountering " that kind of naked anti-Semi
tism" even in papers of the lunatic-fringe Right 
which specialize in attacks on Jews; to find its like 
one had to go back to the Volk ische Beobachter. 
Nor was he the only reader to be reminded of the 
Nazi gutter press. "I thought I was back in the 
30's reading Der Sturmer," wrote another. 

Actually, however, it was not the crackpot rac
ism of Julius Streicher that Vidal was drawing 
on, but sources closer to home. Prominent among 
these, I would guess, was Henry Adams, about 
whom Vidal has written admiringly and with 
whom he often seems to identify. Adams, as a 
descendant of two Presidents, was a preeminent 
member of the old American patriciate-the class 
to which Vidal also, if somewhat dubiously, claims 
to belong-and his resentment at the changes 
which came over the United States in the dec
ades of industrialization and mass immigration 
after the Civil War knew no bounds. The coun
try was being ruined, and Adams blamed it all 
on the Jews: "I tell you Rome was a blessed 
garden of paradise beside the rotten, unsexed, 
swindling, lying Jews, represented by Pierpont 
Morgan and the gang who have been manipu
lating the country for the last few years." It made 
no difference that J .P. Morgan was neither Jew
ish himself nor in any sense a representative of 
the Jews. For as Adams wrote in another of his 
letters: "The Jew has got into the soul. I see 
him--or her-now everywhere, and wherever 
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he-or she-goes, there must remain a taint m 
the blood forever ." 

In Vidal's diatribe there is no explicit mention 
of blood, but there is its functional equivalent in 

, the idea that Jews born in the United States 
nevertheless remain foreigners living here by the 
gracious sufferance of the natives. Incorrigibly 
alien though the Jews may be, however, they 
exercise enormous and malevolent power over the 

1 politics of what Vidal, conjuring up the long dis
\ 1 credited spirit of 19th-century nativism, does not 

hesitate to call " the host country. " 

21 

In the days of Henry Adams, and up until the 
establishment of the state of Israel, the great 
power of the Jews was supposedly used in the 
interests of world Jewry; today it is generally said 

1 to be deployed in the interest of the Jewish state, 
which Vidal, taking up this line, characterizes as 
a "predatory people . . . busy stealing other peo
ple's land in the name of an alien theocracy." 
Here is Vidal's version of how the conspiracy 
works: 

In order to get Treasury money for Israel (last 
year $3 billion), pro-Israel lobbyists must see 
to it that America's " the Russians are coming" 
squads are in place so that they can continue 
to frighten the American people into spending 
enormous sums for "defense," which also means 

I the support of Israel in its never-ending wars 
against just about everyone. 

As befits this resurrection of the two classic 
themes of anti-Semitic literature-the Jew as alien 

,.. and the Jew as the conspiratorial manipulator of 
malign power dangerous to everyone else-Vidal's 
tone is poisonous. His every word drips with con
tempt and hatred, and underlying it all is a 
strong note of menace. The Jews had better 
watch out if they wish "to stay on among us"
not that "we" will necessarily permit them to 
stay even if they do begin minding their manners. 
Their only purpose, after all, is "to make propa
ganda and raise money for Israel," thereby im
poverishing the rest of us and bringing the world 
closer and closer to a nuclear war. 

M Y OWN reaction on first reading this 
article was amazement: I could 

hardly believe my eyes. What amazed me was not 
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the fact that I myself and my wife Midge Deeter 
had been singled out by Vidal as representative 
examples of the phenomenon he was claiming to 
expose. I had known Vidal personally for many 
years, and had followed his career, so I was well 
aware that he believed in getting back at anyone 
who had the temerity to criticize him-a crime 
that Midge Deeter and I had each recently com
mitted. Thus, commenting in my syndicated 
weekly column on his joint appearance with Nor
man Mailer at a fund-raising evening for the 
forthcoming PEN Congress in New York, I had 
observed that (like most of their fellow writers) 
Mailer and Vidal were hostile "to the kind of 
country they imagine America has become in the 
past hundred years: oppressive and repressive 
both at home and abroad." I further noted that 
"the fame and the glory and the riches" they 
themselves had achieved "make nonsense of their 
defamatory caricature of America as a country 
given over body and soul to materialism, puritan-
ism, and philistinism." ( 

Some weeks later in Contentions, the monthly 
publication of the Committee for the Free World 
(of which she is executive director), Midge Deeter 
poked fun at Vidal's ideas about "the American 
empire." She also observed that Vidal had once 
again demonstrated that he "does not like his 
country." 

So a retaliatory strike, or even two, was to be 
expected from Vidal. Why then should I have 
been amazed by it when it came? For two rea
sons. The lesser was that Vidal, who had always 
seemed to glory in his hostility to America as a 
mark of superior intellect, virtue, and patrician 
ancestry, now felt driven to deny what we had 
said about that hostility. "Of course I like my 
country," he wrote. "After all, I'm its current 
biographer." For Vidal to describe his historical 
novels in this way was as if Lytton Strachey had 
pointed to Eminent Victorians as evidence of his 
great fondness for the generation of his father . 
And this piece of defensive dishonesty seemed all 
the more remarkable in that it was accompanied 
by a restatement of some of the very ideas ("We 
stole other people's land. We murdered many of 
the inhabitants. We imposed our religion-and 
rule-on the survivors," etc.) Midge Deeter had 
cited in the article he was trying to rebut. 

But if I was surprised by the discovery that 
this famously fearless speaker of his own mind 
lacked the courage to call his own political con
victions by their proper name, I was truly amazed 
by his introduction of the Jewish issue into an 
argument over the quality of American society 
and the nature of the American role in world 
affairs. 

Neither of the two pieces Vidal was pretend
ing to answer so much as mentioned Israel or had 
anything whatever to do with the particular con
cerns of the American Jewish community. One of 
them was about the attitudes of the American 

literary world toward the United States; the other 
dealt with the American role in Mexico, Hawaii, 
Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. By dragging 
the issue of Jewishness into such a discussion, 
Vidal was recklessly exposing himself to the 
charge of anti-Semitism. Who, after all, but an 
anti-Semite would attempt to refute an opposing 
political position by interpreting it as a Jewish 
conspiracy against the rest of "us"? 

But Vidal did more than merely introduce 
the Jewish question-as his anti-Semitic forebears 
liked to call it-into an unrelated discussion. He 
did more than sound the classic themes of anti
Semitic literature. He did all this without even 
bothering to conceal his true feelings . For ex
ample, in response to my statement that in Amer
ica "the blessings of freedom and prosperity are 
greater and more widely shared than in any coun
try known to human history," he said that I was 
wrapping myself in "our flag" and wearing it 
"like a designer kaftan." Again, in taking up 
Midge Decter's detailed challenge to his concep
tion of American imperialism, Vidal countered 
that "She is [an Israeli] propagandist (paid for?), 
and that is what all this nonsense is about." And 
to make certain that his meaning would not be 
mistaken, he called us both an "Israeli Fifth 
Column." · 

So it went, literally ad nauseam. 

N ow that a bit of time has passed, I 
can see in retrospect that I should 

have been as little surprised by the way Vidal 
struck back as I was by the sheer fact that he did. 

For one thing, I knew that he had long har
bored feelings of resentment against what he con
sidered the disproportionate influence of Jews in 
the American literary world. Many years earlier, 
he had joked about the domination of that world 
by a Jewish establishment of critics and editors 
which made room on the list of the important 
American novelists of his own generation only 
for an occasional "O.K. Goy" like himself. Yet as 
he undoubtedly recognized, Vidal had no stand
ing (either then or now) as a novelist among seri
ous literary critics of any ethnic background. 
What did make (and would continue to sustain) 
his reputation outside the world of commercial 
fiction and the television talk shows was his con· 
siderable talent as an essayist. But it was as a 
novelist that he clearly wished to be recogni zed, 
and he evidently blamed the Jewish establish· 
ment for preventing justice from being done to 
his work. 

Since it served as the entering wedge for the 
return to America of an old tradition of cultural 
anti-Semitism, it is worth pausing over the con· 
cept of an all-powerful Jewish literary establish· 
ment. Precisely because it had played a part in 
Berlin and Vienna in the 1920's in forming the 
climate of opinion to which the Nazis could later 
appeal, the constituent ideas of this tradition 
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came to be regarded as so repellent and danger
ous that they were shunned and repressed in the 
years after World War II. Yet these also turned 
out to be the very years in which Jews were for 
the first time making a deep mark in the Ameri
can literary world. Thus the period from the late 
40's to the late 50's saw the emergence of novel
ists like Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, and 
Philip Roth ; of poets like Delmore Schwartz, 
Karl Shapiro, and Allen Ginsberg; of critics like 
Lionel Trilling, Alfred Kazin, and Irving Howe. 
And to top it all off, Partisan Review, many Qf 
whose editors and contributors were Jewish, also 
came in those years to be widely acknowledged 
as the leading American literary magazine. 

Naturally enough, this development, new and 
interesting as it was, gave rise to a good deal of 
sociological and historical discussion, and in the 
course of this discussion Jews were often said to 
have found a place in, or even to have taken over, 
the "establishment." Except for a degree of exag
geration, there was nothing wrong with such talk 
-until, that is, it began to be combined with the 
allegation that a conspiratorial network had been 
created between Jewish editors and Jewish critics 
for the purpose of pushing and promoting Jewish 

, novelists and poets to the virtual exclusion of 
everyone else. At first this allegation was made 

I only in shamefaced and guilty whispers. But event
ually it achieved open expression in a Playboy in
terview with Truman Capote which was even 

( more outspoken than Vidal's apparently whim-
sical complaint about discrimination against 
goyim. According to Capote, a "Jewish mafia" had 
taken control of "much of the literary scene 
through the influence of the quarterlies and intel
lectual magazines." He went on: 

All these publications are Jewish-dominated and 
this particular coterie employs them to make or 
break writers by advancing or withholding at
tention ... . Bernard Malamud and Saul Bellow 
and Philip Roth and Isaac Bashevis Singer and 
Norman Mailer are all fine writers but they're 
not the only writers in the country, as the Jew
ish mafia would have us believe. I could give 
you a list of excellent writers .. . ; the odds are 
you haven't heard of most of them for the sim
ple reason that the Jewish mafia has systematic
ally frozen them out of the literary scene. 

The great irony was that the Jewish editors and 
[ critics who were supposed to be pushing and pro
·1 mating Jewish novelists and poets in this way 

were in reality their harshest, and often their only, 
critics. So it was that Bellow and the others were 
much more roughly treated in Partisan Review 
(and COMMENTARY) than they were anywhere else. 
Nor was it even remotely the case that except for 
an occasional "O.K. Goy," a writer had to be Jew
ish in order to get attention. In addition to Capote 
and Vidal themselves, who were hardly starving 
for attention, there were such widely read and dis
cussed novelists as Carson McCullers, William 
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Styron, John Updike, John Cheever, J ames Jones, 
Flannery O'Connor, Ralph Ellison, and James 
Baldwin; and there were such famous poets as 
Robert Lowell , John Berryman, Theodore 
Roethke, Randall J arrell, Richard Wilbur, Eliza
beth Bishop, and Sylvia Pla th. All these writers, 
it might be added, were treated with much greater 
tenderness by critics like Robert Penn Warren, 
Allen Tate, and Cleanth Brooks than their Jewish 
contemporaries could generally expect from such 
Jewish critics as Trilling, Howe, or Philip Rahv. 

About twenty years ago, I myself began trying 
to blow the whistle on the spreading notion of an 
all-powerful Jewish literary establishment by argu
ing that it was not only untrue but that it also 
represented the revival of a dangerous anti-Semitic 
canard. I did not, however, argue that Vidal and 
Capote, whose contribution to its revival I cited 
even then, were anti-Semitic. On the contrary, I 
exonerated them. I said that so effective had the 
taboo been on any open expression of hostility 
toward Jews since the fall of Hitler that Vidal and 
Capote, like almost everyone else in America of a 
certain age, were entirely unfamiliar with the tra
ditional ideologies of anti-Semitism; and it was 
this very ignorance that had emboldened them to 
spread an idea they would have been ashamed of 
embracing if they had been aware of its history 
and pedigree. · 

I STILL think this may have been true of 
Capote (and I think it may also ex

plain why so many people, including a few who 
are discussed below, are unable nowadays to rec
ognize anti-Semitism when it hits them in the 
face). But it was obviously too kind to Vidal. As 
the years went by, the issue of Jewish literary 
power faded , but not Vidal's animus against Jews, 
which sought, and in due course found, a new 
outlet in the issue of Israel. 

Most critics of Israel are more concerned with 
a ttacking the sta te than with attacking the Jews 
as such. With Vidal it was the other way around. 

I In fact, his loathing for Israel was no grea ter than 
I his loathing for America; the one often even 
{ seemed a function of the other, with Israel's main 

crime being its alliance wi th and resemblance to 
the United States. Conversely, and no doubt with· 
the example of Henry Adams to inspire him, he 
seemed to blame the putative decline of the 
United States on its susceptibility to the corrup
tions of Jewish influence, operating not only 
through the contemporary descendants of JP. 
Morgan (symbolized for Vidal by the Chase Man
hattan Bank) but also through the Pentagon and 
"our lunatic Right. " 

(
' This anti-Jewish animus occasionally peeped 

through Vidal's essays and interviews. Once, for 
example, he referred to Hilton Kramer, a critic 
who has rarely if ever dealt with Jewish topics or 
with Israel in his writings, as "the Tel Aviv Hil
ton." But as in this instance, Vidal was always care-
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r ful to hide his anti-Jewish animus behind a campy 
) fa~ade, which allowed him, if challenged, to claim 

that he was after all only joking. 
Indeed, even when for the first time he came 

more or less fully out of the anti-Semitic closet, he 
still thought it the better part of prudence to pro
tect himself by posing as the spokesman for a mi
nority which was being persecuted by the Jews. 

The occasion, which served as a kind of dress 
rehearsal, or tryout, for "The Empire Lovers 
Strike Back," was an article called "Some Jews and 
the Gays" that was also published in the Nation 
and that was also aimed at Midge Deeter and me 
-at her for the memoir she had written of sum
mers spent in a largely homosexual community on 
Fire Island in the I960's, at me for publishing it 
in CoMMENTARY (under the title "The Boys on 
the Beach").• 

Unlike her later piece in Contentions, "The 
.Boys on the Beach" made no reference to Vidal, 
but as an early pioneer of gay liberation, he took 
violent exception to some of the things it said 
about homosexuality. To be sure, time has not 
been kind to Vidal's article, which sneeringly dis
misses the idea, propounded by "The Boys on the 
Beach" and now so grimly confirmed by the AIDS 
epidemic, that there is a suicidal impulse at work 
in homosexual promiscuity. Nevertheless, Vidal's 
sneers would have been fair enough if they had 
been confined to Midge Decter's knowledge of the 
subject, her judgment, her prose. But Vidal did 
not confine himself to these things; instead he 
broadened out into a blast against "a group of 
New York Jewish publicists" who 

know that should the bad times return, the Jews 
would be singled out yet again. Meanwhile, like 
so many Max Naumanns (Naumann was a Ger
man Jew who embraced Nazism), the new class 

/ 

passionately supports our ruling class-from the 
Chase Manhattan Bank to the Pentagon to the 
op-ed page of the Wall Street Journal-while 
holding in fierce contempt what they think our 
rulers hold in contempt: faggots, blacks, . . . 
and the poor .. .. 

The anti-Semitism here was brazenly obvious to 
anyone with eyes to see. But as Vidal correctly 
sensed in writing the article, and as the editor of 

'( the Nation probably figured in deciding to pub-
lish it, anyone speaking on behalf of an aggrieved 

j 
minority can attack the Jews with relative impun
ity, especially if he turns the tables by represent
ing them as the oppressors. Thus, just as the idea 
of a conspiracy against helpless Gentile writers by 
an all-powerful Jewish literary "mafia" had been 
tolerated in the early 60's, so a similar idea about 
the relation of blacks to Jews had been tolerated 
during the bitter New York City teachers' strike 
of 1968. Prior to this point, anyone making anti
Semitic statements had been in effect banished 
from respectable society and consigned to the luna
tic fringe. But now, far from being penalized in 

this way, blacks could proclaim (as the African
American Teachers Forum did) that "The Jew" 
deliberately and "systematically" (the same word 
Capote used) "keeps our men from becoming 
teachers and principals and he keeps our children 
ignorant," and still be excused and justified by 
liberals, including Jewish liberals, and even re
warded with foundation grants. (A few who said 
such things, and worse, have since become prom
inent in New York politics.) 

The reaction to "Some Jews and the Gays" dem
onstrated that the same license was now being ex
tended to homosexuals. Not only was there no 
outcry against this article after its appearance in 
the Nation ; and not only did many people take 
the position that Vidal's rage was understandable 

\ 
and perhaps even warranted; but the collection of 

, essays in which it was reprinted (under the title 

\

I "Pink Triangle and Yellow Star") went on to win 
a National Book Critics Circle Award. When 
Ezra Pound's The Pisan Cantos, which also con
tained anti-Semitic passages, was awarded the Bol
lingen Prize in 1949, there were protests even 
from some who considered Pound a great poet. 
But when a book by Vidal, a writer no one con
siders great, was awarded a literary prize, no pro
tests were heard, and some reviewers even singled 
out the offending essay for special praise. 

Obviously, then, both Vidal and the editor of 
the Nation had been right in their assessment of 
the risks involved in publishing "Some Jews and 
the Gays. " Even the caution shown in the choice 
of title proved to be unnecessary. 

WITH this experience behind him, Vidal 
must surely have assumed that he 

could get away with the same anti-Semitic trick 
when he decided to play it again in "The Empire 
Lovers Strike Back." Yet I at first thought that 
this time he and the N ation had miscalculated. 

/ It was one thing to attack "some" Jews for crit
l icizing homosexuality; and if the attack spilled 
over into abusive remarks about Jews in general, 
well, that could be dismissed as a forgivable 
expression of that cleansing "rage" everyone has 
come to expect from oppressed minorities fight-

( ing for their rights. But it was quite another 

/ 

thing to make abusive charges against Jews for 
supporting Israel. Here no pretense at limiting the 
a ttack to "some" Jews (that is, the neoconserva
tives) could provide protection, since virtually all 
American Jews, including those who detest the 
neoconservatives as much as Vidal does, were 
bound to feel themselves equally implicated. If, as 
Vidal charged, their support of Israel proved that 
Jews of a neoconservative bent did not really be
long in America, then neither did liberal Jews or 
radical Jews who also support Israel; and if sup
porting Israel made the neoconservatives into a 

• September 1980. 
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"fifth column" (which is to say, agents of a foreign 
power and even traitors), there was no way the 
rest of the Jewish community, which was at least 
as pro-Israel as any neoconservative, could escape 
being tarred with the same accusation. 

If Vidal had made a mistake, so, I thought, had 
the Nation. In recent years, under Victor Navasky, 
the Nation had regularly published articles by 
such virulently anti-Israel propagandists as Ed
ward Said (a member of the PLO National Coun
cil) and Alexander Cockburn. But while attack
ing Israel, and doing everything in its power to 
delegitimize the Jewish state, the Nation had al
ways piously affirmed Israel's right to exist. Yet 
here, in a special anniversary issue, the magazine 
was opening its pages to a piece advocating a cut
off of all American aid to Israel-which was tanta
mount to calling for the destruction of the state 
by its Soviet-armed enemies. 

This was not all. Like the PLO itself, which it 
supports, the Nation had always insisted on the 
distinction between anti-Semitism and anti-Zion
ism. Yet by publishing an anti-Zionist piece that 
was so obviously anti-Semitic, it cast serious doubt 
on its own belief in the reality of this distinction. 

For these reasons, I was confident that a storm 
of protest would be unleashed against Vidal and 
the Nation, and I therefore resisted the urgings 
of many people that I "do something." Obvi
ously, as an interested party, I was not in the 
best position to make the case that had to be 
made. Nor was I in the least concerned about 
defending myself personally. Although I am as 
thin-skinned as the next man, I took Vidal's 
article not as a personal attack on me at all but 
as an attack on Jews in general. Consequently, 
what I most hoped for was not that others would 
spring to my defense, but that a protest would 
be mounted by people sympathetic to the Na
tion's left-wing political position who would say 
that while they detested everything Norman 
Podhoretz, Midge Deeter, and all the other neo
conservatives stood for, and while nothing made 
them happier than seeing neoconservatives raked 
over the coals, they were outraged by the re
introduction of anti-Semitism into American po
litical discourse in general and their own political 
community in particular. 

And indeed, about a week after Vidal's piece 
appeared, just such a protest came from the very 
heartland of that community, the Village Voice . 
Under the rubric "Jew-Roasting," its press critic, 
Geoffrey Stokes, wrote: 

Happy 120th Birthday, Nation! On the other 
hand, what the hell was Gore Vidal's anti
Semitic screed doing in the special anniversary 
issue? Not even clever, ... Vidal's piece . . . 
had the unsettling effect of making me briefly 
sympathetic to Podhoretz. 

Gratifying though this was, however, it was 
followed by complete silence from the Left. In 
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) 

the Nation itself, three issues went by with no 
letters to the editor, and when an inquiry was 
made to its editorial offices, the answer was that 

· the mail on Vidal had not been unusually heavy, 
that it was split evenly pro and con, and that 
some of it would eventually be run. 

Meanwhile, wherever I went in those weeks, I 
\ would ask the people I encountered about the 
I Vidal piece, only to find that hardly anyone had 

( 
read it. This included people who had attended 
the anniversary party at which more than 3,000 
copies of the offending issue had been distributed, 
as well as other self-professed friends of and sub

{ scribers to the Nation . It was good to learn that 
l the Nation (which claims a circulation of 70,000), 

had such a small readership, but I did not think 
the Vidal piece should be allowed to sneak by 
unnoticed. In my view, ignoring it would only 
be taken by other anti-Semites as a license to 
resume saying things on which they had merci
fully been choking for so long. 

( 
J T WAS at this point that a letter was 

sent to twenty-nine friends and sup
porters of the Nat ion whose names were selected 

\ both from the magazine's masthead and from the 
\ congratulatory messages which had appeared in the 

anniversary issue. They were: Floyd f\brams; Bella 
Abzug~ Leonard Be.ms1ein; Norman'73irnbaum; 
Bill Bradey; Arthur L. Carter; Ramsey Clark; 
Arthur C. Danto; Osborn Elliott; Richard Falk; 
Frances FitzGerald; Fred Friendly ; Seymour 
Hersh; Arthur Hertzberg; Charlayne Hunter
Gault; Peter Jennings; Edward Kennedy; Edward 
I. Koch ; Elinor Langer; Eugene McCarthy; Sid
ney Morgenbesser; Aryeh Neier; Robert Silvers; 
Paul Simon; Gloria Steinem; Rose Styron; Mike 
Wallace; Tom Wicker; Roger Wilkins. 

It would later be reported in the press that I 
had demanded that these people repudiate the 
\Vidal article. But what the letter, signed not by 
pie but by Marion Magid, the managing editor 
bf COMMENTARY, actually said was this: 

I In connection with a projected article, we are 
asking a number of friends and supporters of 

I the Nation whether they have seen fit to pro-
test against the contribution by Gore Vidal to 
the 120th anniversary issue ("The Empire 
Lovers Strike Back"). Could you let us know 
whether you have made such a protest, either 
in private or in a letter for publication? 

In the four weeks that followed the mailing of 
this letter we received only seven replies. By that 
time the Nation had also begun running letters 
in its correspondence columns, of which three 
were from people who had been on our list. 
Eliminating overlaps,• this came to a total of 

• The figures I gave in the newspaper column I later 
wrote were slightly off because I forgot to take overlapping 
into account. 
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eight out of twenty-nine. Of the eight, only five 

\ 

(the attorney Floyd Abrams; Professor Richard 
Falk of Princeton; Rabbi Arthur Hertzberg; Pro
fessor Sidney Morgenbesser of Columbia; and 
t\ryeh Neier, the human-rights activist) said they 
'saw anything wrong with the article or with the 

/ Nation's decision to publish it. 
I Of the others, two (the sociologist Norman 

Birnbaum and Tom Wicker of the New York 

I Times), responding directly to Marion Magid, 
attacked her letter as an impropriety, while either 
saying nothing about Vidal at all (Birnbaum) or 

J explicitly denying that his article was anti-Semitic 
'/ ( I (Wicker). The third, the journalist Roger Wil-

l 
kins, writing to the Nation for publication, called 
Vidal's piece "splendid." By contrast, Wilkins 
said, the attacks on it as anti-Semitic were "ugly 
mumblings," a species of McCarthyism, and a 
threat to the First Amendment. 

Striking a note that would be heard over and 
over again from defenders of Vidal, Wilkins de
clared: 

Scoundrels have many last refuges. One is to 
attack as anti-Semitic any criticism of the pol
icies of any given government of Israel or of 
any supporters of Israel, no matter how froth
ing those supporters may be. 

Not content with defending Vidal against the 
charge of anti-Semitism, Wilkins even denied that 
his piece was anti-Israel. Like himself, Wilkins 
wrote, Vidal "apparently" believed "that one can 
criticize an Israeli government policy or one ad
vocated by a supporter of Israel as being both 
dangerous to peace and to Israel's security with
out being either anti-Israel or anti-Semitic." 

In other words, the critics of Israel are allowed 
to say anything they want, no matter how vile, 
about the state and its supporters, but it is Mc
Carthyism and a threat to the First Amendment 
to criticize them. 

To put the same idea another way: it is per
missible to make anti-Semitic statements, but it is 
impermissible to call such statements anti-Semitic. 

BUT what of the twenty-one who did 
not respond to Marion Magid's let-

\ ter? What did their silence mean? Some weeks 
later, after the controversy had attracted a great 
deal of publicity, three of them (Fred Friendly of 
the Columbia School of Journalism; the writer 
Elinor Langer; and Senator Paul Simon of Illi
nois) finally got around to communicating their 
dislike of Vidal's piece either to Marion Magid 
or to me. All three, however, said that they 
felt no compelling reason to protest against its 
publication. 

As for the other eighteen, one can only specu
late. It may be that the politicians among them 
(Mayor Koch, Senator Bradley, Senator Kennedy) 
were never shown the letter by whoever handles 
their mail. This may also have been the case with 

the media personalities (Peter Jennings of ABC, 
Mike Wallace of CBS, Charlayne Hunter-Gault 
of PBS) or with a busy celebrity like Leonard 
Bernstein. It is even possible that they never saw 
Vidal's article (a copy of which, by the way, had 
been enclosed with the letter) . 

Nevertheless, whatever the reasons might be, 
one glaring and ugly fact remained: a large num
ber of prominent liberals and leftists who had 
publicly associated themselves in one way or an
other with the Nat ion, and whose names had 
appeared in one capacity or another in the very 
issue containing so blatantly anti-Semitic an 
article, had not been sufficiently outraged to reg
ister disapproval or to express a protest. Nor did 
many others on the Left respond by (to borrow 
an image Vidal had used in congratulating him
self for candor) calling a spade a spade: by, that 
is, describing Vidal's article as a foul anti-Semitic 
outburst and expressing dismay or disgust at the 
fact that a magazine professedly devoted to lib
eral ideals should have given house room to such 
an article. 

A few did. Stipulating that "Knocking Podho
retz up the side of the head for an inane foreign 
policy is like shooting fish in a barrel," one lib
eral reader still characterized Vidal's article as 
a "leering, taunting, look-at-how-clever-I-am anti
Semitic assault." He also blamed the Nation 's 
editor for permitting Vidal to "break the bounds 
of discourse." 

Another reader, dissociating himself even more 
vigorously from me and Midge Deeter, asked 
whether Vidal was "sallying forth to paste ye llow 
stars on those of us 'foreigners' whose American
ism is questionable because we like Israel?" 

A third, summing up the case, wrote: 

The implication-that American Jews who sup
port Israel are traitors to their country-is pure 
anti-Semitism .. .. I do not like neoconserva
tivism and I do not like Norman Podhoret, . I 
don't like him, as a Jew, as an American . a a 
Zionist, and as a leftist. But I'd rather see his 
published ideas criticized fairly than to sec him 
accused of treason without evidence, espen .ilh 
when this accusation extends to me. 

Yet in the weeks immediately follow in1t the 
publication of Vidal's article, these th rel' , or 
stretching a point to include Floyd Abram, . f.,ur) 
were the only letters to the Nation from ld .. ·r 1h 
or leftists that seemed to me commensu r.11t· "1th 
the provocation. 

Of the other two protests from the Ldt ;,uh · 
lished by the Nation, one came from R.,t. t,, \ r
hur Hertzberg. A former president of 1h r \ 111ni

can Jewish Congress, Rabbi Hertzberg h.,d 1,n ·n 
heard to rail privately against the article .,nd h.,d 
promised to denounce it in the stronges t P•"' al, le 
terms. In the end, however, all he man.tl(rt! 10 
produce was a letter in which he descn t)("tl I he 
piece as a "personal quarrel with Norman l'oJho-
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lighted" with Vidal's complimentary remarks 
about Peace Now, and could not even bring him
self to use the term "anti-Semitism" at all. As for 
the second such liberal protest, while denouncing 
Vidal "for exhibiting a snide anti-Jewishness," it 
spent more space explaining that the Ameri
can Jewish Committee, despite its sponsorship of 
COMMENTARY, was not, as Vidal had ignorantly 
charged in passing, an organization of "the far 
Right." 

Neither this letter, nor Hertzberg's, was writ
ten in the name of the Jewish organizations with 
which their authors were associated; nor did any 
other Jewish organization speak up in these first 
few weeks (though both the American Jewish 
Committee and the Anti-Defamation League 

1 would subsequently be heard from) . A reporter 
for an Israeli newspaper, who later set out to 
find out why the Jewish defense agencies had 
been so quiet, discovered that the feeling was 
that "Norman can take care of himself." But the 
issue was not "Norman," and to define it in those 
terms was to do what Hertzberg was the first (but, 
as we shall see, far from the last) to do: it was to 
turn an anti-Semitic assault into "a personal 
quarrel" and thereby to trivialize it. From there 
it was only a short step to the prominent lay 
Jewish leader who went around saying that 
"Podhoretz and Vidal deserve each other." This 
idea that anti-Semitism and a protest against anti
Semitism are on an equal moral footing would 
also be echoed in the weeks ahead. But not 
usually by people carrying a mandate from the 
American Jewish community to defend it against 
anti-Semitism. 

AFTER nearly a month of waiting for 
a serious protest to materialize, it 

finally dawned on me that I had been wrong to 
think that Vidal and the Nation had made a mis
take from their own point of view with "The 
Empire Lovers Strike Back." If so, things were 
even more ominous than they had seemed at 
first . It was bad enough that a presumably repu
table author should see fit to write a blatantly 
anti-Semitic article; it was even worse that a 
magazine professing devotion to liberal values 
should see fit to publish such an article; but what 
was worst of all was that so few of the magazine's 
friends and admirers had been willing to raise 
their voices against it. Therefore, in the column 
I now decided I had no choice but to write, it 
was the theme of liberal silence I emphasized. It 
was, I concluded, "a silence as deep as the moral 
pit into which the Nation itself has fallen in 
welcoming the unabashed return to American 
political discourse of a murderous poison against 
which the only antidote is the revulsion of decent 
people." 

A few days before this column was published, 
first in the New York Post and then in the 
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Washington Post and a number of other papers 
throughout the United States, the New Republic 

I ran an editorial denouncing Vidal's article as anti
Semitic on the ground that his target was not just 
the Jewish state but Jews in general, and that 
his accusations against Podhoretz and Deeter as 
aliens, and even "in essence" traitors, applied 
"by extension [tol all American Jews who sup
port Israel." 

The New Republic likes to regard itself as a 
liberal magazine, and in some sense it is. But its 
hatred of Soviet totalitarianism, its belief in the 
need for American power to contain Soviet ex
pansionism, and its strong support of Israel-not 
to mention a host of differences over domestic 
issues-have placed it politically on the opposite 
side of the Nation in recent years. Consequently, 
its editorial on Vidal could no more be taken as 
coming from the Nation's own political commu
nity than an earlier protest by the neoconserva
tive Catholic writer Michael Novak (who in his 
syndicated column had been the first to call at
tention to "a piece of bigotry and nativism by 
Gore Vidal worthy of the anti-Semitism of the 

\ KKK") or the indignant letter to the Nation by 
the New Right activist Paul Weyrich. 

In any event, to judge by the reaction to its 
editorial, which seemed to attract more attention 

1 than the Vidal article itself had done, the New 
Republic is much more widely and more care
fully read than the Nation. No sooner had it ap
peared than I began to get calls and letters re
questing more information; and whereas before 
it was I who had had to ask people about the 
Vidal article, only to discover that very few had 
seen or heard about it, now everywhere I went, 
everyone, it seemed, was talking about it. And 
when, hard upon the New Republic editorial, 
my own column appeared, the talk became even 
louder and more insistent. 

r 
Nor was this second wave of reaction confined 

to talk. Before the storm finally subsided two 
months or so later, at least twenty pieces had 
been published about the episode in American 
newspapers and magazines, and nearly half as 
many again in other countries, including Eng
land, France, Germany, Australia, and Israel. 

From this second wave of reaction I learned 
that there is something worse than silence in the 
face of anti-Semitism, and that is a willful blind
ness in the face of it. Here the blindness took 
three different but overlapping forms. One was 
the outright denial that Vidal's piece was anti
semitic. The second was to treat the article as 
part of a longstanding personal feud between 
Vidal and me. The third was to affect a lofty 
neutrality as between two equally unpleasant and 
unacceptable points of view. 

LEADING the pack of those who simply 

/ 

denied that Vidal's piece was anti
Semitic were Vidal and Navasky themselves. In 
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the first wave, replying to the letters on his piece 
in the N at ion itself, Vidal had not only ignored 
the charge of anti-Semitism but had adopted the 
strategy of heaping abuse on the correspondents 
who leveled it at him. One of these correspond
ents, he said, "needs psychiatric attention of a 
sort that I cannot provide."• Another he advised 
to "join the Israeli Army." To a third, he cited 
" the hysterical tone of these letters" as evidence 
of the strength of his argument. To a fourth he 

I countered that "the Podhoretzes are doing more 

l 
~o arouse the essential anti-Semitism of the Amer
ican people than anyone since Father Coughlin." 

As for Navasky, he bemoaned the "sad fact" 
that "when a Gentile criticizes Israel or raises 

I funda_mental questions about its connection to 
J American Jewry he or she is often said to be 
anti-Semitic; when a Jew does so he or she is said 
to be self-hating." Going so far as to concede that 
"such ugly accusations" were "understandable in 
view of Vidal's provocative framing of the issue," 
Navasky still insisted that they arose out of a mis
reading of Vidal's "idiom of irony"-and irony, 
of course, "should not be read literally." Instead 
of being called bad names, Vidal should be ac
claimed for his courage in "violating the taboo 
that forbids the discussion of the relationship of 
the American Jewish community to the state of 
Israel. ... " 

/ This was t~o _much fo~ Irving Howe, the edi
tor of the soC1ahst magazine Dissent. Reaffirming 
his often stated distaste for Podhoretz and Deeter, 
and referring to Navasky as a "decent and hu
mane man," Howe nevertheless not only lashed 
i':1to Vidal's "racist diatribe" ("It is many years 
$ince I have read anything quite like this in a l serious magazine"); he called the Editor's Note 
in defense of it "still more shocking" than the 
fact that the Nation had printed Vidal 's piece: 

Whatever are the Nation editors talking about? 
What taboo? Many of us have publicly been 
engaged in precisely this discussion for years 
now, a!ld one nee? only look through the files 
of vanous magazines-Left, Right, and Cen
ter-to see how fierce this debate has been. 

Vidal's piece aroused disgust not because of 
any issue it raised or taboo it violated, but be
cause of the terms in which it was couched
terms about as close to anti-Semitism as anyone 
not an openly declared anti-Semite would reach. 

Navasky's Editor's Note was also too much for 
the veteran Old Leftist Morris U . Schappes, the 
editor of Jewish Currents. Schappes "admonished 
the Nation as a devoted friend" for its failure to 
perceive that Vidal's article was "smelly with 
anti-Semitism" and for defending it on the fal se 
ground that Vidal had raised questions about the 
relation of American Jews to Israel that no one 
else had previously dared to ask. 

Unchastened by rebukes even from such friendly 
quarters, Navasky stuck throughout to the same 
line. But this time, in the second wave, Vidal 

himself did deign to notice that he was being 
charged with anti-Semitism. In a call made to the 
Washington Post after my column had appeared 
there, he stated: 

Anyone who says he is not an anti-Semite is 
probably one, and so I shall not dignify the 
dread Norman (Poddy)t Podhoretz's charac
terization of me in these pages as "a virulent 
anti-Semite" with a defense where no offense of 
that nature exists or has ever existed. 

In addition to thus fingering himself here by 
doing precisely what he says an anti-Semite would 

(
do, Vidal requested that the Post reprint his N a
tion article. This request the Post thereupon hon· 
ored so that, it explained, readers could answer 

i 

~.or themselv~s the q~estion ~osed _i~ its headline: 
Was the Vidal Article Ant1-Sem1t1c?" (Will the 

Post, the New Republic subsequently wondered, 
, "reprint the writings of Louis Farrakhan or 

Lyndon LaRouche when next its readers seem 
puzzled by a columnist's criticisms?") 

F IRST out of the gate in the race to join 

( 
in denying that Vidal's piece was 

anti-Semitic sprang Edwin M. Yoder, Jr., another 
Washington Post columnist. Yoder, in his courte-
ous Southern way, allowed as how it was "unfair" 
of Vidal to charge me with being "more inter
ested in Israel than in this country" (is that what 
he charged me with?) but "The truth is that 
Norman Podhoretz asked for it, not only by firing 
the first shot at Vidal in connection with an en
tirely different subject, but by professing an osten
tatious indifference to early American history." 

What Yoder is referring to here is a story 
Vidal told in his article about a remark I am sup
posed to have made to him twenty-five years ago, 
to the effect that to me, as the child of immi
grants, the Civil War was as remote as the War 
of the Roses. Though I have no memory of mak-

• This was not the only time the issue of psychiatr ic d is
order came up. The N ew Republic's otherwise excellent edi
to_rial was marred by a concluding sentence stating that 
y 1dal was "ready for the funn y farm ." But there is no th ing 
m th~ le~st crazy about Vidal , and to sugges t tha t he needs 
psych1at~1c tr~a~m~nt is to diminish his responsibili ty for his 
foul ant1-Sem1t1c ideas. In using the phrase, however, the 
New Republic inadvertently provoked a moment of morbid 
co_mic relief in th~ form of the following letter from John 
H1~ckley, Jr., written from the psychiatric hospi ta l to 
which he has been confined since shooting President Rea
~an : :·1 resent the fact that you equate 'an ti-Semi tism· with 
insanity. In the fi rst place, Gore Vidal is anti-Zionist not 
~nti-Jewi_sh, ~nd in the second place, being opposed to Zion
ism (w~1ch 1s both racist and militaristic) is not a sig n of 
mental illness. If anything, it is patriotic . . . . The easies t 
way to defame someone and his opinions is to label h im as 
'loony" and 'ready _f~r the funn y farm.' It happens to me all 
the tu_ne. The opinions _of Gore Vidal and myself arc just 
as vahd as yours, and JUSt because we disagree with vou 
does not mean we are crazy." · 

~ This !s wh~t Vidal called me throughout h is Xation 
article. It 1s a nickname invented by him, not one by which 
I have ever been known by anyone else. 
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ing the remark., I may well have said so_methi?g 
like it. But whether or not l did-and if I did, 
I was certainly putting Vidal on-Yoder's no~ion 
that I deserved to be answered with an anti-Se
mitic onslaught twenty-five years later takes the 
breath away. But of course Vidal's onslaught 
was not, in Yoder's view, anti -Semitic at all. It 
was only "mischievous and cutting .. . , in Vidal's 
best polemical manner." . 

No more than Roger Wilkins before him was 
Yoder satisfied with defending Vidal against the 
cMrge of anti-Semitism. He also counterattacked 
with the accusation that I, like many (most?) 
American Jews, have tried to silence any and all 
criticism of Israel by denouncing such criticism 
as anti-Semitic, even while pretending otherwise: 

Podhoretz graciously concedes th_at "it !s po~
sible to criticize Israel without bemg ant1-Sem1-
tic." Thanks, we needed that. But has Podhoretz 
noticed that if one is critical of an Israeli policy 
one may be accused of attacking I~rael's legiti
macy? And, just beyond that, of bemg a crypto 
anti-Semite? It was that very logic that drove 
Podhoretz to mistake Vid l's hard-edged teasing 
for anti-Semitism. -

A similar argument was advanced by another 
columnist, William Pfaff, writing in the Inter
national Herald-Tribune, who moreover took it 
upon himself to deliver a lecture on how "reason
able people" should conduct themselves in dis
cussing the subject of Israel. He graciously con
ceded in his turn that Jews have a right to sup
port Israel "without having imputed to them a 
lack of patriotism toward the country of which 
they are citizens." His main concern, however, 
was clearly to establish the right of "an American 
to criticize or oppose the policies of the state of 
Israel ... without an anti-Semitic motivation be
ing imputed." 

Once again, then, the issue was shifted from 
the appearance of an anti-Semitic article in a re
spectable left-wing magazine to the alleged efforts 

· by people like me to silence any and all criticism 
of Israel. On this point Pfaff let it be known that 
he knew whereof he spoke: "I have ... been my
self denounced by Mr. Podhoretz as anti-Semitic 
because of things I wrote about Israel's conduct 
during the siege of Beirut in 1982," he told his 
readers. What he did not tell them was that in one 

'- of these "things" he had begun by asserting that 
in Israel's conduct "Hitler's work goes on," and 
he had concluded by predicting that Hitler might 
soon "find rest in Hell" through "the knowledge 
that the Jews themselves, in Israel, have finally ac
cepted his own way of looking at things." In my 
article "]'Accuse,''• I did indeed denounce these 
words (not Pfaff himself) as anti-Semitic. Nicholas 
von Hoffman, another columnist who had used 
similar words, had the good grace to withdraw 
them in response to the same criticism. But not 
Pfaff-who, in addition, had and has the gall to 
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( feel aggrieved and victimized by the fact that he 
was called to account. 

Since Pfaff (like Yoder a decent man who is in
telligent enough to know better) remains con
vinced that comparing Israel to Nazi Germany 
represents a "reasonable" application to the Jew
ish state "of the same moral and political judg
ments as one applies to the conduct of other 
states," it is no wonder that all he can see in Vidal 
is an innocent "critic" of Israel like himself. What 

r he does not see is that it is he, and Yoder and 
\ Wilkins and Wicker, who erase the line between 

{ 
legitimate criticism of Israel and anti-Semitism by 
their unwillingness or inability to distinguish be
tween the former and a clear case of the latter like 
the Vidal article (or like his own comparisons of 
Israel with Nazi Germany). 

I F DENIAL was one form taken by this 
blindness to anti-Semitism, a second 

was the treatment of Vidal's article as part of a 
\ longstanding personal feud with me and / or Midge 
~ Deeter. "A Big-League Literary Feud," announced 

the headline of a story in Newsweek which went 
on to describe it as "the sort of literary quarrel 
that had everything going for it," with "the pros
pect of more vitriolic prose, more character assas
sinations, and, in all likelihood, more broken 
friendships." 

Several newspapers also played the story largely 
for its gossip value. "The dirty little war of words 
between writer Gore Vidal and conservative col
umnist Norman Podhoretz appears to have gone 

( nuclear," brightly chirped a reporter in the Wash
ington Post Style section. "Long bombarding each 
other with verbal abuse, Vidal and Podhoretz 
have now engaged in an exchange that is by all ac
counts ugly, burying the issues in an atomic bar
rage of name-calling." 

\ 
From this kind of trivialization the third form 

of denial naturally followed . On Nationai Public 
Radio, Rod MacLeish declared a plague on both 
our houses for "polluting" public discourse, but 

1 he was more incensed at me than at Vidal. Un
justly to accuse someone of anti -Semitism, he said, 
is almost as base as anti-Semitism itself. But he 
was so busy explaining to me that it is not anti
Semitic to criticize the economic policies [sic!] of 
the Israeli government that he never got around 
to explaining how what he himself described as 
Vidal's appeal to "an ancient American bigotry" 
differed from anti-Semitism. 

I The same trick of morally equating Vidal's anti
Semitism with my protest against it was used by 
Jody Powell in the Los Angeles Times. Deploring 
all the attention being paid to this "grand wrist
flapping dither" at a time when "deficits and ex
change rates" were crying out for discussion, 
Powell proceeded to devote an entire column to 
it himself: 

• COMMENTARY, September 1982. 
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What we have here is a trio of aging, self-right
eous ideologues bent on exposing the absurdi
ties of their intellectual configuration to all who 

f can stomach the spectacle. What emerges is that 
they are more alike than different. 

Powell therefore "steadfastly refused to choose" 
because "it is impossible to attack one without ap
pearing to be allied with the other." 

But this was only impossible because Powell 
also "steadfastly refused" to recognize anti-Semi
tism when he saw it; to those not so blinded, like 

\ Paul Berman of the Village Voice (which in the 
second wave as in the first acquitted itself more 
honorably than any other left-wing publication), 
there was no question about which side to take as 
between an anti-Semitic article and a protest 
against it: 

Who but my discombobulated friends at the 
Nation could so bollix things that right-minded 
leftists have no choice but to rise to the defense 
of Norman Podhoretz? 

I rise .... The Nation had no business pub
lishing Gore Vidal's spleen ... . And why must 
the editors of the Nation, having made the mis
take of publishing this horrendous stuff in the 
first place, pass it off as "irony"? 

I N DESCRIBING both waves of reaction to 
the Vidal article, I have omitted the 

protests that came from people outside the circle 
of friends and supporters of the Nation-writers 
like William Safire, R. Emmett Tyrrell , Jr. , Jeane 
Kirkpatrick, Richard John Neuhaus, Jeffrey Hart, 
and David Evanier who are neither liberals nor 
radicals and whose general political views are 
closer to mine than to the Nation 's.• For such 
people, protesting against Vidal and the Nation 
was as unproblematic as it was hard for leftists 
who were reluctant to give political aid and com
fort to an opponent like me. But as a diabolical 
fate would have it, the conservative political com-

~ munity was soon to face a similar test of its own. 
I Joseph Sobran is a syndicated columnist, a 
, commentator on the CBS radio series "Spectrum," 

and a senior editor of National Review (a maga
zine whose standing on the Right is comparable 
to, though much higher than, the position on the 

< Left occupied by the Nation) . For some years now, 
and especially since the Lebanon war, when he 
too wrote a few "things" about Israel's "conduct," 
he has been increasingly unfriendly to the Jewish 
state. During the Bitburg controversy, in defend
ing the President's decision to visit a German mil
itary cemetery in which SS men were buried, he 
also struck a number of people as decidedly un
friendly to the American Jewish community. 
Remonstrations were made to him in private 
about the insensitivity to Jewish concerns reflected 
in his Bitburg columns, and he was even carica
tured as a latter-day Nazi in a small-town paper 
which had carried those columns. 

To all this he responded by defending himself 

in print against what he indignantly denounced 
as Jewish attempts to intimidate and silence him. 
He would not, he vowed, be intimidated; he 
would not be silenced. And he was as good as his 
word. Over the following months, he seemed to 
let no opportunity slip for attacking Israel and 
American support for Israel. As bitter an oppon
ent of the Left as can be found, he was even 
driven to seize on a book attacking Zionism from 
the Left as a vehicle for the amazing declaration 
that he had never seen a good case made, except 
by Jews (whose arguments, of course, could not be 
trusted), for the American alliance with Israel. 

Nor was this the only instance when the Jew
ish issue drove Sobran into making common cause 
with people or positions he would normally be the 

(
first to attack. The most egregious example was 
his criticism of the American strike on Libya. This 
was so uncharacteristic a stance for a hardline con
servative hawk like Sobran to take, and so incon-
sistent with his general world view, that it could 
only cause his regular readers to wonder how he 

( had come to such a pass. Demonstrating his fear
\ less disregard of the "gas-chamber rhetoric" that 

would no doubt be thrown at him, Sobran pro-
\ vided the materials for dispelling that wonder: 

The Israeli lobby is, of course, the most power-
/ ful lobby in America. That is ultimately why 
Congress so quickly endorsed a direct military 
strike against Libya, while it quibbles endlessly 
about whether aid to the contras in Nicaragua 
might lead, someday, to American military in
volvement in Central America. Qaddafi is an 
enemy of Israel. Communist Nicaragua isn't. It's 
an enemy of America, period. 

So we fight Qaddafi, and maybe, the adminis
tration hints, Syria and Iran as well. Ostensibly 
the issue is "terrorism," but that sounds more 
and more like a surrogate word for enemies of 
Israel. 

Having thus explained how Congress was ma
nipulated by the Jews into approving the Libyan 
trike, he went on in another column to explain 

why the New York Times also applauded Reagan 
for this misconceived action: 

On the issue of Libya, the T imes sounds like 
Soldier of Fortune magazine. It even chides our 
allies for ingratitude in failing to support Rea
gan's action: "The failure to cooperate against 
Libya plants poisonous seeds of disintegration. " 

The Times didn't use that kind of language 
at the moment when it might have done so 
more appropriately: When Israel was discovered 
to have been paying a U.S. citizen for U.S. mili
tary secrets. Our European allies are our allies 

• One such writer, however, Richard Grenier , agreed with 
those on the Left who denied that Vidal's article was anti • 
Semitic. Vidal's hostility to Jews was, he said in his column 
in the Washington Times , rooted in other passions-social 
snobbery, anti -democratic elitism, and envy. Perhaps. But 
anti -Semitic ideas are and should be identified as anti-Sem
itic, no matter what may lie behind them. 
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for the purpose of res1stmg Communism, not 
terrorism. But the Times, one of America's most 
ardently Zionist newspapers, understands that 
Israel has its own reasons for desiring to pit the 
United States against the whole Arab world. So 
bombs away. 

" Never mind the ignorance and / or misrepresen
tation here. Never mind that the Sandinistas
who are so close to the PLO that some of them 
were trained in PLO camps before the overthrow 
of Somoza; who still receive help from the PLO to
day; and who have declared that "the PLO cause 
is the cause of the Sandinistas"-are enemies of 
Israel. Never mind that the New York Times, far 
from being "ardently Zionist," is by a wide mar
gin editorially more critical of Israel than approv
ing. Sobran will not permit such elementary facts 
to stand in the way of his theory that the Jews 
first manipulated Reagan into bombing Libya, 
and then manipulated the Congress and the me
dia into applauding him for doing so. 

As if all this were not enough, Sobran took the 
occasion of the Pope's visit to a synagogue in 
Rome earlier this year to dredge up canards 
against the Jews as a people and Judaism as a 
religion that had rarely been heard since the Mid
dle Ages (though it is possible that Sobran found 
them in the writings of such Edwardian Catholics 
as Hilaire Belloc and G.K. Chesterton who seem 
to play a part for him as mentors in anti-Semitism 
analogous to the one Henry Adams plays for Vidal) : 

, Millions of Jews chose to migrate to Christian 
Europe. They lived there for centuries. If Chris
tians were sometimes hostile to Jews, that 

. worked two ways. Some rabbinical authorities 
held that it was permissible to cheat and even 

, kill Gentiles. Although the great Jewish theo
logian Moses Maimonides insisted that it was as 
wrong to kill a Gentile as a Jew, it seems 

· strange that this should ever have been a matter 
of controversy, and Maimonides was in some 
quarters regarded as a heretic. 

Again, never mind the ignorance here. Never 
mind the preposterous lies about rabbinical per
mission to cheat and kill Gentiles or the sugges
tion that the most revered Jewish thinker of post
biblical times ("From Moses to Moses," Jews say 
of him, "none has arisen like Moses") was re
garded as a heretic because he considered it wrong 
for a Jew to kill a Gentile. Never mind the lud
icrous moral judgment that (in another passage of 
the same column) equates Christian "hostility" to 
Jews-manifested over the centuries in mass ex
pulsions, pogroms, forced conversions, and denial 
of civil or political rights-with the less than re
spectful Jewish attitude toward Jesus that pre
vailed in those same centuries. The point to be 

( 
stressed is that in this column, although Israel 
comes in at the beginning and the end, the issue 
is not Zionism, or rather anti-Zionism, but Jews 
and Judaism throughout the ages. Anti-Semitism, 
in other words. 

THE HATE THAT DARE NOT SPEAK ITS NAME/31 

F oR me personally, as well as for Midge 
Deeter, a difficult problem was posed 

by the growing but finally inescapable conclusion 
that anti-Semitism was at work in those Sobran 
columns. In contrast to Vidal (with whom in gen
eral he has, to put it mildly, nothing in common), 
Sobran did not single us out for attack. On the 

K
ntrary, in one of the very columns from which 
have quoted, he defended us against Vidal's 

c arge of disloyalty to America. Not that this did 
anything to mitigate his own hostility to Israel; 
it did not, in fact, even prevent him from playing 
on the theme of dual loyalty himself: "As their 
frequently duplicitous behavior shows, the Israelis 
know very well the difference between their inter
ests and ours. It's Americans who love Israel who 
don't know it yet." Then he used a column of 
mine (which he might have noticed gave th~ lie 
all by itself to the charge that I consider any and 
all criticism of Israel to be ipso facto anti-Semitic) 
to drive the dual-loyalty point home: 

When the Pollard spy story broke, Podhoretz 
wrote that American Jews had been doubly be
trayed-as Americans and as Jews. If so, they 
have been doubly betrayed again-and again. 
It's time they stood up for their rights against 
their unreliable ally. 

But if there was no problem by now over how 
to characterize Sobran's writings about Israel and 
the Jewish community in general, there was a 

~ problem of what to do about it. With the Vidal 
controversy still raging, it seemed reckless to open 
up, so to speak, a second front. On the other hand, 
to let Sobran's pieces go by without protest might 

( 
only make it seem that while neoconservatives 
were all too ready to attack anti-Semitism on the 

\Left, we were perfectly content to tolerate it on 
he Right. It was Midge Deeter who hit on the 

idea of writing a letter to Sobran himself and to 
send copies to a number of mutual friends and 
political allies. Her letter was very tough. It 
opened by accusing Sobran of being "little more 
than a crude and naked anti-Semite" and it pro
ceeded to document this charge (pretty much 
along the lines of the foregoing account) . 

Mutatis mutandis, then, just as members of 
Vidal's political community had been asked for 

1 their reaction to his piece in the Nation, so Sob-

/ 

ran's political friends were now being asked how 
they felt about the anti-Semitic sentiments to 
which he had been giving expression in his col
umn. But there the similarity ends. 

In contrast to the Vidal-Nation case, none of the 
clearly anti-Semitic Sobran columns had appeared 
in National Review. In spite of this, the editor of 
National Review, William F. Buckley, Jr., respond
ed to Midge Decter's letter, and to the urgings of 
nearly all the people to whom it had been sent, 

~ by deciding to publish an editorial dissociating 
the magazine from Sobran on this issue. This edi
torial, written by Buckley himself with the concur-



, 
32/ COMMENTARY NOVEMBER 1986 

rence of all the other senior editors of National 
Review, affirmed that while his colleagues were sure 
that Sobran was not in his heart an anti-Semite, 
anyone who did not really know him "might rea
sonably conclude that those columns were written 
by a writer inclined to anti-Semitism .... Accord
ingly, I here dissociate myself and my col
leagues from what we view as the obstinate ten
dentiousness of Joe Sobran's recent columns." 
Buckley also expressed confidence that Sobran 
would in the future respect the "welcome" struc
ture of "prevailing taboos concerning Israel and 
the Jews." 

It would be pleasant to report that this was an 
end of it. Unfortunately, Sobran himself and a 
number of his other friends and allies sprang to 
his defense in terms very similar to those used by 
Vidal and his apologists. They denied that the 
columns in question were anti-Semitic; they com
plained that anyone who criticizes Israel is smeared 
with accusations of anti-Semitism; they charged 
that the Jewish lobby was trying to silence them; 
they invoked the First Amendment. One of them 

) even compared me with Jesse Jackson: as Jackson 
has tried to silence opposition with charges of 
racism, so I have tried to silence it with charges of 
anti-Semitism.• 

FROM Vidal's political friends on the 
Left, then, mainly denial, and from 

the editor of the Nation, stonewalling. From Sob-

ran's political friends on the Right, mostly out
rage, and from the editor of National Review, dis
sociation and repudiation of anti-Semitism. 

What emerges from the contrast between the 
two cases is further evidence that anti-Semitism 
has largely if not entirely been banished from its 

1 traditional home on the Right, and that today, 
' especially in the guise of anti-Zionism, it is meet

ing with more and more toleration, and some-
times even approval , on the Left. 

Meanwhile liberals and other leftists, including 
large segments of the American Jewish commu
nity, go on refusing to face these immensely im
portant facts. If they should therefore also go on 
failing to undertake the job of housecleaning that 
conservatives like Buckley have long been doing 
within their own political community, the poison 
of anti-Semitism will continue spreading through 
the American air, with what consequences no one 
can foresee. 

• In perhaps the most bizarre--and, from the Jewish 
point of view, scandalous-turn of events in this entire his
tory, the Washington Jewish Week reprinted this article 
(with the parts about Jesse Jackson cut out) . Thus a liberal 
Jewish editor joined forces with a right-wing extremist in 
whitewashing two of the vilest anti -Semitic outbursts in 
forty years and in attacking me for protesting against them 
-adding the usual lie that "the victims of such attacks by 
Podhoretz have been many and various, and their onl y 
apparent sin has bei;n criticism of Israel and its poli 
cies." And this was sought out and reprinted in a Jewish 
paper! 
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JUDAISM IN SAUDI EYES 

A perusal of the Saudi press in recent months shows that there has been no 
let-up in its heavy use of negative stereotypes of Israel, of Judaism and of 
Zionism, inspired and nurtured by antisemitic concepts long in vogue in that 
country. Some of these concepts have their roots in Islam; others have been 
borrowed from the writings of Western antisemites, the notorious "Protocols 
of the Elders of Zion" being a case in point •. 

Nearly half a century ago, Saudi Arabia's King Ibn Saud set the tone for 
modern Saudi antisemitism when - according to an official British docwnent 
(Foreign Office File No. 371/20022 E 7201/22/31), he told Britain's 
Political Representative in Kuwait, C.Olonel Dickson, on 23 November 1937: 
"Our hatred for the Jews dates from God's condemnation of them for their 
persecution and rejection of Isa (Jesus Christ) and their subsequent 
rejection of His chosen Prophet. It is beyond our understanding how your 
Government, representing the first Christian power in the world today, can 
wish to assist and reward these very same Jews who maltreated your Isa 
(Jesus)." 

Among the more recent manifestations of Saudi antisemitism was a long and 
venomous tirade against Jews and the Jewish religion delivered by Marouf 
al-~walibi, the Saudi delegate to a seminar on - of all things - religious 
tolerance held, under the auspices of the UN Human Rights Coom:i.ssion, in 
Geneva in December 1984. In a 40-i;ninute diatribe against Jews and Judaism, 
~walibi did not shrink from repeating such . obscenities as the ancient 
blood-libel against the Jewish people: ''The Talmud says," asserted the Saudi 
delegate (S December 1984), "that if a Jew does not drink every year ·the 
blood of a non-Jewish man, he will be danmed for eternity." ~walibi, in his 
statement, also revived the notorious 1840 blood-libel of Damascus, when the 
Jewish leaders of that city suffered repression and ·torture after being 
falsely accused of killing a Christian priest and collecting his blood for 
religious purposes. 

No wonder the Saudi scene has proved fertile ground for the gamut of 
European antisemitic concepts - from the image of "the money-grabbing Jewish 
merchant" ( An-Nadwah, 12 April 1986) to · the "Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion" (Ar-Riyadh, 26 May 1986) and Hitlerian racism ( Ukaz, Jeddah, 30 
April 1986). 

Further excerpts from Saudi antisemitic writings will be found in the 
attached Appendix. 
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APPENDIX 

RF.CEN'I' EXAMPLES OF ANTISOOTIC WRITINGS IN nIE SAUDI PRESS 

The terrorist attacks and mass-killings at Karachi airport, on 5 Septem
ber, and at the Istanbul synagogue, on 6 September, evoked the following 
cooment from Ar-Riyadh on 9 September 1986: 

''The investigation of these events nrust not be limited to a search for those 
who executed them, but must also seek out those who were behind them, who 
had an interest in the execution of so barbaric an act •••• The truth of the 
matter is that Israel's fingerprints are clearly discernible here, and that 
the Zionist gangs which took an active part in striking a blow against the 
Jews in the Nazi era do not hesitate, now, to attack a synagogue in Istanbul 
and an American aircraft, as has happened in· the past." 

(NCYI'E: Ar-Rihadh reflects the views of the Saudi royal family.) 

From µ-Riyadh, 10 June 1986: 

''When Waldheim was elected Secretary-General of the UN, nobody talked about 
Nazism and the sufferjngs of the Jews - which the Jews have always traded 
in, ever since their wanderings in the desert with the Prophet Moses, and 
until Hitler realized how far the evil had spread in the Jews' · exploitation 
of the German econany, when he found that all the corner shops were in 
Jewish hands ••• The Arabs should now congratulate Waldheim for his victory 
over his pro-Jewish rival ••• The voters of Austria have demonstrated that 
they remembered the suffering of Jesus, more than they thought about the 
blood of a few Jews who have schemed and plotted against the lives of all 
the prophets and nations - and still the Jewish hand is stretched out, with 
its tiger's and bear's claws, to crush every native Palestinian!" 

From Ar-Riyadh, 25 June 1986: 

'"The Five Books of Moses provide 'milestones to stealth, robbery; usury, 
prostitution, deceit and bloodshed - for, .in the eyes of the Jew, the blood 
of the gentile may be spilled _with impunity." 

i-
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Fran Ar-Riyadh, 26 May 1986: 

Headline: THE JEWISH PERIL: 1HE PROnXX>IS OF nIE ELDERS OF ZION,* 
translated by Muhanmad Khalifa at-Tunisi, sUDlll8rized by Ahmed Abd al
Aziz Abu Amer. 

"'The "Protocols" are a notorious forgery repeatedly cited by 
antisenites the world over. The ostensible date of the Protocols - 1897 -
was the year in which the First Zionist Congress was convened in Basle 
under the chairmanship of the Father of Modern Zionism, Theodor Herzl. 

'"The Zionists who founded the oppressor-aggressor-state in Palestine in 1948 
did so in accordance with a long-range plan. The Protocols · are the most 
important book ever published - a book that deserves to be studied very 
carefully, so that one may understand how the various parts of this scheme 
are linked together. Who would have thought that this group, driven to evil 
by the sons of Satan, actually could meet and impel its members to produce 
this malicious scheme to destroy the world and gain domination over it? 
Indeed, this conspiratorial conference took place in 1897, when the 
conspirators plotted to carry out a scheme that would enable the Jews to 
control the world - a scheme in which all their evil traits were manifested • 
••• The scheme is divided into 15 protocols, and you will see that this is 
the root of all evil in the world." 

From Ukaz, 30 April 1986: 

" ••• As for the Jews who lived in Europe in modern times, their influence 
grew until they were able to rule high-handedly over the innocent, which 
resulted in the rise of the Third Reich party in Germany, under the 
leadership of Hitler. He headed the antisemitic movement and tried to get 
rid of the Jews, but he failed •••• However, Allah will fight against them, 
and He will carry out his promise to destroy them and smash them." 

From An-Nadwah, 12 April 1986: 

''We have all heard about the latest lies and the methods of the Zionists, 
who imagine that, with a few billions, one can achieve a solution in this 
region. This is fully in keeping with the Jewish character, which is based 
on the traits of the usurer: They think that anything ·can be bought with 
their stolen money. It is in this fashion that·Shimon Peres proposed what he 
called 'a Marshall Plan for the Middle Fast,' deluding himself into thinking 
that he had submitted a peace initiative •••• What we fear is that there 
will be those who will be deceived by these Zionist peace calls, wkich are 
predicated on dreams of the extorted billions designed to shore up the 
collapsing Zionist econany ••• " 



Fran Ar-Riyadh, 21 March 1986: 

"Israel was created from an imaginary substance, with the Oturch believing 
that if, for a blissful millennium, the Jews were to rule Jerusalem, they 
would then return to Otristianity; and with imperialism embracing these 
fantasies to build upon them a state serving to conceal its Western 
infiltration •••• 

"Israel, in the distant future, will yet find itself existing solely with 
its empty fancies. Then will the Zionist wet-nurse in anguish cut off her 
breasts and burn the last Torah scroll in the Jewish synagogues, as she 
faces a new wandering in the desert." 
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From Al-Jezira, 17 May 1986: 

''The Zionist enemy, which has imposed its very existence for over thirty 
years, through massacre and imprisonment, now struts upon the skulls, its 
hands smeared with blood, and dares to talk of terror, with no shame, and 
speaks of the Nazis, pr:etending that the intellectual roots of Zionism do 
not lie, as they do, deep in the Nazi movement itself. For Israel, in its 
fantasies, considers itself 'uber Alles' (above all), glorifying violence 
and terror. Its record over the years is full of all that is bestial and 
evil, inhumane and imnoral; for Israel itself is the rallying point for 
racism and expansionism by the force of arms. Its present leaders will go 
down in history as war criminals and butchers ••• 

the milk 
but only 

coordinate 
his roots 

"Israel was born in battle and can survive only by drinking 
wars, so that with the end of war there can be no peace, 
extinction of Israel. Therefore ••• we should be united and 
efforts and capacities to lay siege to the enemy, tear up 
wrest him from the l).eart of the Arab nation!" 

IJ g ., t · Sa1uroay, May 17 . 1986 G. - Ramadan 9 . 1406 H. - No, 4979 
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From Ukaz, 7 July 1986: 

Headline: TIIE UE UVFS ON 

Byline: Shabib al-UIT1Jl8wi 
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Subheads: '800 Million Jews Killed by the Romans' - A Lie That Is Dead and 
Buried in the Talmud; 'Six Million Jews Burned by the Nazis' - A Lie 
That Still Lives and Has Been Swallowed by the World 

"It is a lie propagated by the Zionists and swallowed by the world. Even the 
Arab media, drawing on Western sources of information, have digested the lie 
and have repeated it uncritically. Palestine is the price that has been paid 
for this lie - and the continuation of the Zionist occupation, and Israeli 
expansion in the occupied Arab land, and the growing support of the Zionist 
capacity for aggression. These are some of the results of this ongoing lie, 
and, like a blown-up balloon, all that this lie needs is a pinprick to rrake 
it collapse, to empty it of its false content, so that the world may know 
the truth. 

'"The lie is that six million Jews died or were killed or burned in Hitler's 
ovens in the 'Holocaust' - the subject of hundreds of books, scores of 
feature films and hundreds of documentaries: figures that may be multiplied, 
for an effort has been made to exploit the world's sentiments in order to 
justify the occupation of the land belonging to the Palestinian Arabs. 

''With the help of this lie, Israel gained the recognition of the Great 
Powers within minutes of the announcement of its independence, and, with the 
help of this lie, the West's unlimited support of Israel continues - as 
manifested in the famous reparations agreement with West Gern1cmy, made with 
America's blessings. The lie is still alive, and it keeps Israel alive as it 
brings ruin to the Arabs, which is why we must refute it ••.• 
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FOREWORD 

Particularly since 1975, when the General Assembly adopted a resolution equating 
Zionism with racism, some representatives of Arab and Soviet bloc governments 
have used UN bodies as platforms for anti-Jewish statements. Yet there has been 
little systematic analysis of such speech. As part of our UN-related activity, 
the Jacob Blaustein Institute engaged Daniel Meron, a Harvard College under
graduate, as a summer intern to undertake as a case study a systematic survey of 
the records of one General Assembly and of selected Security Council sessicins 
during 1982, to determine the extent and character of anti-Jewish manifestations 
during that session. 

Mr. Meron was confronted with the complex relationship between traditional, 
unequivocal anti-Semitism, newer anti-Zionism, and attacks on Israel, as have 
been previou~ analysts of anti-Semitism at the UN. His research yielded 
relatively few examples of crude, classical anti-Semitism; anti-Zionist and 
anti-Israel statements were much more pervasive. The research also showed that 
anti-Semitic speech was restricted mainly to a few Arab states and the PLO with 
some object ion able rhetoric coming from the Communist bloc (including Cuba). It 
indicated that within the anti-Zionist rhetoric there was a discernible strain 
of traditional anti-Semitism. 

Mr. Meron a l so analyzed the principles in international legal documents, mainly 
the Convent i on on Racial Discrimination and the Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, that might be used to combat anti-Semitic rhetoric. 

Annexed to his paper is a list of examples of the several types of statements: 
some unequivocally anti-Semitic, others anti-Zionist or anti-Israel with or 
without anti-Semitic overtones depending on interpretation. 

It is pleasing to bring this interesting research paper by a Blaustein Institute 
intern to your attention. 

Sidney L.wkon-0ky 
P1tog1tam Vi1tec.t0Jt 
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ANTI-SEMITIC RHETORIC AT THE UNITED NATIONS 

·In recent months there has been renewed controversy over anti-Israel 
rhetoric in the United Nations. Representatives of Israel and Jewish groups in 
the United States have claimed that virulent anti-Israel statements made by 
delegates were also anti-Jewish. "In an effort to combat what they see as 
persistent anti-Semitism at the United Natlons, 111 American Jewish leaders met 
with Secretary General Javier Perez de Cuellar and urged him to do his utmost to 
try to put an end to outbursts2 such as the statement made by the representative 
of Libya, Mr. Treiki, who accused American Jews of being pornographers and of 
attempting to "debase" the American people.3 Many delegates, however, view even 
such outbursts as mere "diplomatic indiscretions11 4 or as acceptable political 
criticism of Israel not directed against Jews in general.5 The question is, 
which statements constitute ascceptable criticism of Israel, and which utter
ances should be condemned as anti-Semitic? For analytic purposes this paper 
distinguishes between three different types of rhetoric: those statements ex
plicitly using the term "Jews" or "Jewish," those about "Zionism" or "Zionists," 
and those referring to Israel. 

Anti-Jewish Speech 

Article 1 (1) of the International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination (hereafter the Convention) defines "racial 
discrimination" as "any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based 
on race, colour, descent or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or 
effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an 
equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms .•• n6 (emphasis added) 
Article 4 (a) prohibits "dissemination of ideas based on racial superiority or 
hatred, incitement to racial discrimination, as well as all acts of violence or 
incitement to such acts" against any group on grounds of race, colour or ethnic 
orlgln. 7 

The definition of racial discrimination prohibits distinctions which have 
"the purpose or effect" of impairing the equal enjoyment of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.8 The prohibition of racial propaganda in article 4 ls 
broader and includes the dissemination of ideas based on racial superiority or 
which promote hatred. Thus, under article 4, it is not necessary to demonstrate 
adverse impact, or . even intent to promote racial discrimination or violence, in 
order to prohibit racist propaganda. 

Under this Convention, virtually any .invidious distinction on the basis of 
race, either in law or in propaganda, is almost per se invalid. This conclusion 
ls also supported by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
Article 2(1) of the Covenant requires a state to "ensure to all individuals 
within its territory ••• the rights recognized in the present Covenant, without 
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distinction of any kind, such as race, colour •.. religion, etc •. "9 Article 
24(1), discussing the rights of children, prohibits any "discrimination on 
grounds of race, colour, religion, national origin, etc."10 

In short, the protections in the Racial Convention (and the Covenant) 
against racial discrimination, hatred and propaganda are so far-reaching that, 
according to some members of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Dis
crimination, which implements the Convention, any statement insulting or 
maliciously ridiculing individuals belonging to certain groups is punishable.11 

Accordingly, l t can be safely warranted that crl ticism of "Jews," the 
"Jewish lobby" and perhaps even invidious reference to Israel as the "Jewish 
State" (as opposed to criticisms [of specific individuals or] of the policies of 
the Israeli -government) are prohibited by international human rights law. 

Anti-Zionist Rhetoric 

There is controversy over whether virulent attacks on "Zionism" are 
anti-Semitic. The thesis that anti-Zionism as well as anti-Israel tirades are 
equivalent to anti-Semitism has been advanced by Yehuda Z. Blum, former repre
sentative of Israel to the United Nations, in a letter to the Secretary General 
dated 16 January, 1984: 

Throughout all these years the State of Israel and the Jewish people 
have been under no illusions with regard to the true intent and 
purpose of the "anti-Zionist" and "anti-Israel" outbursts .at the 
United Nations and · elsewhere. It has been well understood by decent 
people everywhere that behind the "anti-Zionist" and "anti-Israel" 
tirades there lurks anti-Semitism, pure and simple, and that "anti
Israel" and "anti-Zionist" slogans are being used by closet and 
crypto-anti-Semites to disguise their true intentions •••. 12 

Blum, here, argues that the "true intent" of "anti-Zionism" is to foster 
anti-Semitism, and that criticism of Zionism, the national liberation movement 
of the Jewish people, is in itself anti-Semitic. 

As noted above, article 4(1) of the Convention condemns "all propaganda ••• 
which attempt to justify or promote racial hatred or discrimination in any 
form."13 Thus, under the Convention, anti-Zionist rhetoric intended to promote 
hostility towards Jews in general would be prohibited. But how does one 
demonstrate intent? The difficulty of demonstrating such intent ls compounded 
because some delegates who virulently criticize Zionism and Zionists deny any 
hostility towards Jews. 

Idi Amin, in an address to the General Assembly in 1975, for example, 
said: 14 

The United States of America has been colonized by the Zionists who 
hold all the tools of development and power. They own virtually all 
the banking institutions, the major manufacturing and processing 
industries and the major means of communication ••. I call upon the 



• 

-3-

people of the United States of America .•• to rid their society of 
the Zionists in order that the true citizens of this nation may 
control their own destiny and exploit the natural resources of their 
country to their own benefit. 

The similarity between this statement and the propaganda of the Nazis ls quite 
striking. There can be little doubt that when !di Amin speaks of Zionists 
owning all the banking institutions and not being true American citizens he is 
referring to Jews and is intentionally using traditional Jewish stereotypes. 
Yet, just a few sentences later he says: "I like the Jews but I do not approve 
of zlonlsm [sic]. 11 15 Even though so invidious a statement might be considered to 
demonstrate intent despite the disclaimer, how does one prove this? Given the 
difficulty of proof it would appear that an argument based on intent is not 
helpful for Blum's argument. 

Blum's second argument poses another difficulty: The enemies of Israel, 
he implies, are engaging in ''ideological and political anti-Semitism" by denying 
the right to Jewish self-determination, as by the expression "Zionism is racism" 
which defames the ideology of "Jewish peoplehood. 11 16 

First of all, it is not clear that the denial of the right to Jewish 
self-determination is equivalent to anti-Semitism. If it is, are Israelis who 
deny the Palestinians the right to their own state, racist? Secondly, not all 
Jews accept Zionism. In fact, some feel that Jewish cultural and religious 
identity can best be maintained in the diaspora. Are those groups that are most 
vocal in their opposition to the state of Israel, such as Net.urei Karta, 
anti-Semitic? Rabbi Elmer Berger, a longstanding anti-Zionist activist, stated 
in a speech at the University of Kansas on October 21, 1982 that "the 
racist/theocratic character of Zionism complicates an, process which contem
plates peace through reasonable territorial adjustments." 7 Though Rabbi Berger 
may be misguided, should one label him18 an anti-Semite? Thus, any flat equation 
of anti-Zionism with anti-Semitism is problematic. 

Again, perhaps the best approach would be one based on the Convention. As 
Jack Greenberg observes, the Convention distinguishes between purpose and effect 
when dealing with discrimination.19 An act or statement which has the effect of 
promoting racial hatred or discrimination, even if intent ls lacking, would 
still be prohibited under Articles 1(1) and 4(1). 

This emphasis on effect ls not unique. Indeed, a number of Supreme Court 
decisions on discrimination have construed certain statutes as forbidding 
discriminatory effect irrespective of intent.20 Federal employment guidelines, 
moreover 1 also prohibit practices with discriminatory effect, regardless of 
intent.2 1 By this approach, it would be enough to demonstrate that hostile 
criticism of Zionism in general, as opposed to specific policies of Israel, is 
likely to promote racial hatred, and thereby bring it within the prohibition of 
the Convention. It would be sufficient to show such a likelihood without 
demonstrating a "clear and present danger." 
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If the assertion that "the Zionism equals racism resolution has had the 
effect of promoting, sustaining and legitimizing anti-Semitism in various parts 
of the world 112 2 is correct, then not only those who cite it but the resolution 
itself ls condemnable under articles 1(1) and 4(1) of the Convention. 

Anti-Israel Statements 

As with anti-Zionist Statements, Ambassador Blum, in the letter quoted 
above, complained that anti-Israel "tirades" were really "smoke-screens" for 
anti-Semitic slogans and as such should be prohiblted.23 Unfortunately, any 
attempt at limiting anti-Israel criticism, no matter how virulent, on the 
grounds of anti-Semitism, raises serious problems. 

It could be argued that the Convention's broad prohibition of propaganda 
whose effect ls to promote racial hatred, would prohibit the anti-Israel 
rhetoric Blum complains of. But that would require proof of impact. Surely 
some criticism of Israel, even harsh criticism, is legitimate. How, then, does 
one determine which statements constitute legitimate criticism and which should 
be prohibited? Because such statements would have to be addressed on a case by 
case basis, impact would be very difficult to measure. How can one demonstrate 
the effect of one statement? 

One solution might be to prohibit not particular statements but certain 
types of statements. For example, statements denying Israel's very right to 
exist would be ruled anti-Semitic in effect and prohibited. Blum himself seems 
to do just that when quoting, as an example of an anti-Semitic rem.ark, one by 
the Iranian Forel~n Minister, referring to Israel as a "cancerous growth" that 
must be removed.2 However, if this remark is anti-Semitic, then is Neturei 
Karta also anti-Semitic, since it objects to the very existence of the State of 
Israel? 

Another type of prohibited statement might be one comparing Israel to the 
Nazis, on the ground that this comparison is an intentional attempt to demean 
the atrocit i es committed by the Nazis by claiming that their crimes are no 
different from Israeli policies, and as such is intended to cause pain to all 
Jews. A statement such as that made by the representative of Syria, Mr. Khaddam, 
that "Israel has ••• exceeded all the crimes perpetrated by the Nazis .•. "2:> 
would then be prohibited. This is a weak argument, however, not only because of 
the difficulty of demonstrating that the use of Nazi metaphors are intended to 
have these effects, but because not only Israel is compared to the Nazis. Mr. 
Rajaie-Khorassani, the representative of Iran, for example, compared both 
Israel's and Iraq's leaders to the Nazis. He stated: "if Nazi criminals 
deserved--and of course they dld--to be condemned and punished by international 
bodies, why then should not Saddam Hussein and Begin be punished in this 
Assembly for their war crimes?"26 

These difficulties lead to the conclusion that anti-Israel criticism 
cannot be prohibited on the grounds of anti-Semitism. One must look elsewhere 
for a solution, perhaps to Article 20(2) of the Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, which states that "any advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 
that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence shall be 

t. 
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prohibited by law. 11 27 Statements such as "the 
removed like a cancerous tumor, 11 28 therefore, could 
incitement to violence and advocating national 
even virulent criticism of Israel which could not 
still be prohibited as advocacy of national hatred 

Zionist entity .•• should be 
be prohibited as providing an 
hatred against Israel. Thus, 
be termed anti-Semitic, could 
against that state. 

As this paper has shown international legal instruments, if used properly, 
may provide an effective means to combat anti-Jewish rhetoric at the UN. 



Anti-Jewish Rhetoric 

Iraq 
Mr. Al-Hadawy 
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ANTI-JEWISH, ANTI-ZIONIST AND 
ANTI-ISRAEL SPEECH, 1982 

A/37/PV 87 , General Assembly 

"Jewish financial influence had increased in the United States because of 
war conditions and their aftermath, when the United States adopted an open-door 
policy towards Europe, which had been destroyed by the war. The Jewish socie
ties succeeded in lessening discrimination against Jews in some parts of the 
country and hastened to impose their absolute domination on finance, the mass 
media and various sectors of public opinion. They gained positions in the 
American Congress, the White House and the Department of State. Those who 
needed the support of the political personalities involved hovered around them, 
and the influential Jewish lobby appeared on the scene." 

Nicaragua 
Mr. Chamorro Mora 
A/37/PV. 96, General Assembly 

"It is difficult to believe that a people that suffered so much from the 
Nazi policy of extermination in the middle of the twentieth century would use 
the same fascist, genocidal arguments and methods against other people." 

PLO 
Mr. Abdel Rahman 
S/PV. 2375 , 
pp. 72 

"Crime, drug taking, prostitution, are the trademarks of the society that 
he and his colleagues declare that they want to establish for the Jewish 
people." 

Syria 
Mr. El-Fattal 

"Are not the forces of pressure -- that is, the Jewish Lobby in the United 
States -- the obstacle prevent ing the restoration of stability and security in 
Lebanon? .•• 
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The voice of Rabbi Schindler confirmed what we have stated, that is, that 
the Jewish Lobby, in spite of its strength, is not the only giant beast imposing 
its will on the United States Administration. 

[Continues by explaining that Jewish Lobby ls only successful because the 
best interests of the U.S. are best served that way.] 

Anti-Zionist Rhetoric 

Cuba 
Mr. Roa Kouri 
A/37/PV. 86, General Assembly 

"Once again the Zionist authorities have shown their racist sadism and 
their profound contempt for the most cherished values of mankind." 

Cuba 
Mr. Malmierca 
A/37/PV. 23, General Assembly 

"Hitler would have had much to learn from the madness of Messrs. Begin and 
Sharon. 

The Zionist genocide in Beirut is the direct result of the United States 
government's policy of force, violence and repression." 

Djibouti 
Mr. Farah 
A/37/PV. 16, P. 106, General Assembly 

"During the first half of this century the Nazis, in their ••• campaign 
for racial superiority, arrogated to themselves the right to determine who 
should live and who should be deprived of life. They institutionalized terror 
and mass killing as means of achieving that goal. 

"In · the second half of this century the Zionist neo-Nazls have espoused a 
similar concept, although more limited in scope. 

These Zionists have unfortunately made us relive a tragedy which history 
wished to bury at Nuremburg and which we thought had been removed from our 
memories forever." 
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Iraq 
Mr. Al-Hadawy 
A/37/PV. 87, General Assembly 

"It [Zionism] is a racist, imperialist, political movement that distin
guishes between Jews and non-Jews, believes in the purity of the Jewish race and 
is based on terrorism, repression, treachery and expansion, Just as Nazism 
distinguished between the Germans and the non-German races and resorted to 
terrorism, repression and expansion. Since its inception in 1947 the Judenstadt 
has been guilty of putting into practice all these evils." 

Jordan 
Mr. Nuseibeh 
S/PV. 2396, Security Council 

"This has been the incessant pattern of murder and destruction which the 
Zionist Nazi racist gangs have been perpretratlng against the Palestinian people 
ever since ••• Menachem Begin desecrated the hallowed soil of the Holy Land 
when, in 1943, he arrived in Palestine as an immigrant." 

Syria 
Mr. Abouchaer 
A/SPEC/37/SR. 27 para. 20, Special Political Committee 

"Israel, acting from the hatred of human! ty dictated by its Zionist 
ideology • • • " 

"The Zionist usurpers, the enemies of mankind." 

Syria 
Mr. Khaddam 
A/37/PV. 8, pp. 84-85, General Assembly 

"Much suffering and bleeding continue as a result of the plots of world 
Zionism to establish a racist empire starting in Palestine and extending to 
other parts of the world, defined by Zionist doctrine as being from the Nile to 
the Euphrates • . • " 

Syria 
Mr. Khaddam 
A/37/PV. 8, p. 83, General Assembly 

"The racist regime in Pretoria, like the racist Zionist regime in Pales
tine, has not only detrinated explosive situations of conflict and tension, but 
its practices have always been an affront to humanity and a blot on its his
tory." 
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Syria 
Mr. El-Fattal 
A/37/PV. 93, General Assembly 

" ••• Zionism with its racist, expansionist nature and its past and 
present crimes against international peace and security " 

Libya 
Mr. Treiki 
A/37/PV. 96, General Assembly 

"The General Assembly has recognized that Zionism is a form of racism and 
that the fascist Nazi regime in power in occupied Palestine is a racist regime." 

Anti-Israel Rhetoric 

Angola 
Mr. Jorge 
A/37/PV. 16, P. 92, Current Assembly 

"The brutal armed invasion carried out by the racist and fascist Tel Aviv 
regime, with the full and shameful connivance of the United States Admini
stration ••• " 

Cuba 
Mr. Lopez Del Amo 
A/37/PV. 93, General Assembly 

"In the course of recent months the international community has witnessed 
acts of barbaric behavior, acts of extermination by Israel, comparable only to 
Nazi-Fascist actions during the Second World War." 

Iran 
Mr. Rajaie-Khorassani 
A/37/ PV. 41 p. 16, General Assembly 

"If Nazi criminals deserved -- and of course they did -- to be condemned 
and punished by international bodies, why then should not Saddam Hussein and 
Begin be punished in this assembly for their war crimes?" 

'' •.• the innocent 'Iraqi subjects and residents who had been expelled from 
Iraq ..• because of the Iraqi regimes' racist commitment." 
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Jordan 
Mr. Nuseibeh 
A/37/PV. 92. General Assembly 

"It [Israeli expansionism] is extremely reminiscent of the rise of Nazism 
in its theoretical conceptual creed of racism, expansion and hegemony, which 
subsequently erupted one of the most devastating wars of this century and the 
total breakdown of the League of Nations and international law as arbiters of 
relations among nations. That is not a vain and propagandist analogy, for while 
the motivating theoretical frameworks are identical in both movements and 
cataclysmic culmination of one came with the massive deluge of the Second World 
War ••. the, second namely the Israeli-Zionist thrust, is in the middle stage 
of its unfolding, stupendous as the early stages have been." 

Jordan 
Mr. Nuseibeh 
S/PV. 2388, p.7, Security Council 

" ••• the Israeli Nazis are at the present continuing to perpetrate their 
barbaric assault on and genocide against the capital of the independent sove
reign state of Lebanon ••• " 

Morocco 
Mr. Boucetta 
A/37/PV. 17, p. 52, General Assembly 

"The abominable massacre planned by the Israeli army of occupation in the 
camps at Sabra and Shatila claimed more than 4,000 victims among innocent 
unarmed Palestinians, including women, children and old people. It reminds us 
of a similar massacre carried about by Menachem Begin in the Palestine village 
of Deir Yassin in 1947, and it transcends in atrocity and the-manner in which it 
was committed the deeds of the Nazis during the Second World War." 

PLO 
Mr. Terzi 
S/PV. 2379, p. 87, Security Council 

"Did they provoke the attack in order to bring us back to a state of war? 
Is the crimina l mentality of the Nazis still there?" 

PLO 
Mr. Terzi 
S/PV. 2380, p. 22 Securit y Council 

" the developments i n Jiddah ••• were answered by the neo-Nazis with 
some savage attacks which caught unaware scores of Beirut civilians who had 
hoped to benefit from the relative calm to secure basic needs." 
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PLO 
Mr. Terzi 
S/PV. 2388, Security Council 

"The members of the Herut party and the Irgun Zvai Leumi are known for 
their identification with Hitlerian doctrines and policies." 

Saudi Arabia 
Mr. Allagany 
S/PV 2325, pp. 13-14 Security Council 

"It has constantly used the highly publicized Nazi practices against Jews 
as an excuse for its excesses in Palestine but has failed to realize that its 
atrocities against the Palestinian people. were not incomparable to the 
atrocities attributed to the Nazi regime during the Second World War." 

Syria 
Mr. Khaddam 
A/37/PV.8 pp. 91-92, General Assembly 

"Are the Israelis committing their criminal acts to serve their racist 
Zionist interests or on behalf of the United States and its interests? If 
Israel's crimes against the Arabs are not committed on behalf of the United 
States or its interests, why does it provide this support and backing to 
Israel?" 

Syria 
Mr. El-Fattal 
A/37/PV. 40, General Assembly 

"Foremost among such [racist] regimes are those of the governments of South 
Africa and Israel, which are guilty of the most invidious and murderous acts 
against the people under the yoke of occupation." 

Syria 
Mr. Khaddam 
A/37/PV. 8, General Assembly 

"No country in. the world -- either in the ancient or in the modern world - 
has a record as dark as Israel's. It is a record abounding in racist crimes, 
acts of aggression, wars and crimes against humanity. Israel has thus exceeded 
all the crimes perpetuated by the Nazis and the fascist forces during the first 
half of this century ••• In spite of all this the Israelis still claim that 
they want peace. Is that any different from what Hitler and the Nazis used to 
say when they were destroying towns and villages and killing the civilian 
population, including women and children?" 
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Syria 
Mr. Khaddam 
A/37/PV. 8, General Assembly 

"In a notorious statement, reminiscent of the Nazi concepts which were 
denounced by all mankind, the Israeli Minister of Defense [Sharon] states that 
he believes that Israel's lebensraum will stretch to include Pakistan in the 
East and North African countries in the West." 

Syria 
Mr. Khaddam 
A/37/PV. 8, pp. 88-90 General Assembly 

"Then came the horrible massacres perpetuated by the Israeli forces of 
occupation in the refugee camps of Sabra, Shatila and other localities. Israeli 
forces murdered, slaughtered and mutilated more than 1,000 innocent Palestinian 
citizens, mostly women and children, in a bloodbath reminiscent of the massacre 
of Deir Yassin, perpetuated by Begin on 9 April 1947. This horrible carnage, 
which exceeds Dir Yassin and all the crimes of Nazism; confirms that a genocidal 
war of extermination is being waged by Israel against the Palestinian and 
Labanese people before the very eyes of the whole ~orld." 

Sudan 
Mr. Osman 
A/C. 1/37/PV. 13, Government Committee 

" my delegation cannot fail to express regret at the fact that the 
two racist regimes in Pretoria and Tel Aviv have found the means to acquire and 
manufacture nuclear weapons." 

Uganda 
Mr. !rumba 
Security Council 

" •.• the twin brothers in the furtherance of racism and aggression 
--n amely, Israel and Apartheid South Africa -- have persistently and arrogantly 
flouted numerous resolutions of the security council and the General Assembly." 

Ukrainian, SSR 
Mr. Martynenko 
General Assembly 

"The tragedy of Beirut has brought back to the memory of mankind the 
darkest scenes from the past -- the bloody crimes of the Nazis in the second 
world war . . • 
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Such brutal behavior by the aggressor would not have been possible without 
the political protection and extensive military and financial aid Israel has 
been receiving from its influential American benefactors." 

U.S.S.R. 
Mr. Gromyko 
General Assembly 

"Could Israel comm! t aggression and perpetuate genocide against the 
Palestinians but for its so-called "strategic consensus" with the United 
States?" 

March 1985 

85-900-16 
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Appendix 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

I. Choice of Research Period. The most accurate method of determining how 
prevalent is anti-Semitic rhetoric at the UN was to examine as thoroughly as 
possible, one complete year of meetings rather than random meetings covering a 
number of different years. After comparing the sources available, both at the 
United Nations library and at the N.Y.U. library, I chose the UN's 37th year, 
covening January 1 to December 31, 1982 and including the 37th session of the 
General Assembly. The reasons for this choice of this time span was the 
following: 

(1) The 37th year (1982) is the most recent for which reasonably complete 
records exist, and the most recent year for which a complete index exists. This 
index was important in that it greatly facilitated my research. Furthermore, a 
number of documents, such as the summary records of the Committee on the 
Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People, can only be 
obtained by requesting the records from the UN librarian using the exact call 
numbers which are identifiable only through the index. 

, 

Finally, the 37th year saw the invasion of Lebanon in June, as well as the 
siege of Beirut, the tragedy of Sabra and Shatila in September, and the shooting 
of Arab worshipers at the Temple Mount by Alan Goodman, incidents certain to 
provoke sharp reactions at the UN. 

Method of Research. The first step was to read all debates indexed under the 
headings of "Israel," "The Middle East," "The Palestinians," etc., using the 
index to proceedings of the General Assembly and the separate index for the 
Security Council. I also read records of meetings which discussed South Africa 
and Apartheid, nuclear weapons in the Middle East and the debates on the 
Iran-Iraq war. In this research, I read the statements of all delegates, 
particularly though not exclusively, of the Arab countries and the Soviet bloc. 
These debates include discussions in committees that report to the plenary of 
the General Assembly, though (with the exception of the First Committee), no 
verbatim records exist for these bodies. 

On completing these records, . I skimmed the records of all the other 
meetings of the General Assembly and Security Council in search of other 
discussions involving Israel. I found, indeed, a considerable number of 
relevant meetings which were not indexed, especially of the Security Council. By 
the time I had completed my research, I had read well over half the records of 
the General Assembly and the Security Council. My final step consisted in 
reading all of the records of meetings of the Committee on the Exercise of the 
Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People during 1982 that were availab l e at 
the United Nations library. 

Choice of Library. In my research I used both the UN library and the N.Y.U. 
library. The N.Y.U. library is the more pleasant of the two, is quieter and 
stays open much later at night. It has complete records of the General Assembly 
plenary, the Security Council, and theoretically all the General Assembly 
committees. In practice, however, its records of committee meetings are not 
complete. 
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The United Nations library, on the other hand, has as complete records as 
one can find, and its librar i ans are more knowledgeable than N.Y.U.'s. Its 
drawbacks, however, are its limited accessibility, which is restricted to dele
gates, staff, relatives of staff, as well as selected doctoral and post doctoral 
students. 
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