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I have a short and long answer for the
question: “Will the President be able to
resolve the Middle East crisis?” The short
answer is “No.” The longer answer fol-
lows: I believe in discussions of the Mid-
dle East crisis, I believe both sides neglect
an important element that renders the cri-
sis impossible to resolve. Moreover, even
were that element recognized, it would
still not be possible to resolve the crisis.
That element is religion.

In reality, religion plays a more crucial
role in the conflict than most people
trained in Middle Eastern studies under-
stand. I have some knowledge of the ca-
reer paths taken by senior government
officials trained at both Harvard and Yale.
Certain trusted professors recommend
their most promising graduates who start
at entry-level positions at the State De-
partment and other government agencies
and then quickly move up. Henry Kiss-
inger is an excellent example. A graduate
of Harvard College, he has a Harvard
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PhD. His skills and promise were recog-
nized by Nelson Rockefeller and that led
him into international politics. Unfortu-
nately, such people tend, in the words of
the great German sociologist, Max We-
ber, to be “religiously unmusical.”

To get ahead of the story, it is my view
that the Middle East conflict is not unlike
the narrative that unfolds in what the
German philosopher Hegel regarded as
the nuclear Greek tragedy, Sophocles’
Antigone composed in or around 442
BCE. Antigone and Creon, king of
Thebes are the two dominant figures in
the drama. Antigone’s two brothers,
Eteocles and Polyneices, were rivals for
the crown of Thebes and had led oppos-
ing sides in Thebes’ civil war. Both per-
ished in the war and Creon, who suc-
ceeded to the throne, decreed that Eteo-
cles was to be honored in death while
Polyneices was to be punished as a rebel
by being left unburied where vultures and
other carrion-feeding animals could feed
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on his corpse. In the world of ancient
Greece that was the most terrible of pun-
ishments. Moreover, the penalty for dis-
obeying Creon’s edict was death.

A sentry subsequently reports to Creon
that Polyneices has been buried. Creon
soon learns that it is Antigone who has
buried her brother and decrees that she is
to be buried alive in a cave. Antigone has
no regrets. She insists that she has obeyed
a higher law, the law of family loyalty in
which her highest obligation was to bury
her brother. By contrast, Creon is con-
vinced that he has done right by punish-
ing the rebel. As ruler, his primary re-
sponsibility is to maintain order and pun-
ish those who disturb it.

For Hegel, the flaw in the tragic hero is
not hubris but an ethical collision between
conflicting values that make an exclusive
and irreconcilable claim on each side. As
he wrote:

The original essence of tragedy
consists then in the fact that
within such a conflict each of the
opposed sides, if taken by itself,
has justification, while on the other
hand each can establish the true
and positive content of its own
aim and character only by negating
and damaging the equally justified
power of the other.!

Given his role as ruler, Creon acted in
accordance with what he saw as right. We
might regard his actions as cruel, but he
saw no alternative. Antigone’s place was
entirely different and, hence, she was
bound by a very different set of impera-

tives, the law of family loyalty, that all
members of the family, no matter what
their offense, must be given an honorable
burial.

In this clash, both Antigone and Creon
are destroyed. Creon loses his son and
heir, Haemon, who is engaged to Anti-
gone and who enters the burial cave with
her. In Hegel’s thinking, oppositions are
always partial, always partly right and
partly wrong. In such a situation, when
two rights come into conflict, there can
be no non-tragic resolution.

I have begun this discussion by referring
to these reflections on Greek tragedy be-
cause, I believe, it helps to contextualize
the Middle East conflict. I also want to
distinguish between two terms, eneny and
villain. 1 imagine it is clear to you that I
am Jewish. When I think of that part of
the Arab world that opposed the creation
of the State of Israel and its continued
existence, I do not regard them as villains.
A villain is a person or group that deliber-
ately and gratuitously injures without
cause or reason. That is not the case here.
Those persons and groups believe that
they have good reason to fight with what-
ever tools they have in order to dislodge
the Israelis from what they see as their
historic territory.

Nevertheless, though they are not villains,
they are most certainly my enemies. There
is in my tradition an historic memory of
Israel being a Jewish possession. Some
people will argue, and not only Jews, but
a very large number of American Protes-
tants known as Dispensationalists, that
this land was promised to the Jews. Per-
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sonally, I do not make such a claim al-
though many Jews do.

If T were a Muslim, I would claim that
this land is, as stated in the charter of
Hamas, an irrevocable, sacred trust (wagqf)
granted by Allah for all eternity to those
who believe in him.?

I also think that it is confusing simply to
dismiss Hamas as a terrorist group. They
certainly have used strategies that others
have called “terrorist,” but they are a reli-
gious group that is convinced that the
whole territory of Palestine is part or
should be part of Dar al Islam, that is, part
of that territory in which Islam is domi-
nant and that they are under an uncondi-
tional religious imperative to regain the
entire land of Israel by whatever means
are necessary.

Let me now tell you the story of my
grandmother’s paper bag, a story I first
told in Cordoba, Spain in the nineteen-
nineties at a conference of Jewish and
Muslim scholars. When I was about six-
teen years old, I visited my grandmother,
an Orthodox Jewish woman, who had
emigrated from Lithuania as a young girl
in the late nineteenth century. During the
visit, I noticed an open drawer and a pa-
per bag within. The bag was addressed to
her and carried a cancelled postage stamp
of the British mandate of Palestine. When
I looked into the bag, I found nothing
but dirt. At the time, I couldn’t under-
stand what possible meaning the dirt had
for my grandmother or why she wanted
dirt from Palestine. The next time I saw
the bag was when her coffin was lowered
into the grave and her oldest son took the

bag and poured its contents on the coffin.
I then understood the symbolism of the
bag. This was her way of saying, “I have
been a wanderer all my life, exiled, as
have been my people, from my true
home, Palestine. When I am buried, I will
return home to the land of Palestine, at
least symbolically.”

In the land of Israel/Palestine, there are
two peoples, both of whom believe that
they have a divinely-legitimated claim.
Notice that I have not said that one claim
is stronger than the other. I have been
trained as an historian of religion, and, as
such, I do not do take sides. Of course, 1
personally do take sides, but not as an
historian of religion. As an historian, I do
not have a side: I try to understand both
sides. Now I suspect, and it is more than
a suspicion, that there are men in the
State Department and the Department of
Defense who do not appreciate the depth
of the religious feeling involved on either
side. Or, if they do, they do not care.
There is, however, at least one element
other than religion that we must take into
account, and that is the related elements
of humiliation, defeat and rage.

To understand the relevance of humilia-
tion, defeat, and rage, I suggest that we
turn our attention momentarily from the
conflict between Arabs and Israelis and
consider events that took place in Europe
in the summer and fall of 1918. Ninety
years ago this month, an armistice, a ces-
sation of military activities, was signed
between Germany and the Western pow-
ers, namely France, Britain and the
United States, which signaled the end of
hostilities on the Western Front during
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World War I, hostilities that had been go-
ing on with horrendous loss of life on
both sides since September 1914. An ar-
mistice 1S not a peace treaty. It is simply
an agreement to stop fighting.

On March 13, 1918, Bolshevik Russia
signed a peace treaty with Imperial Rus-
sia. Less than three weeks later, General
Erich Ludendorff, second in command
only to Field Marshall Paul von Hinden-
burg, launched the first of four German
offensives in the west against the Allies.
By July 1918 the German offensive had
spent itself.3 On September 29, 1918,
Ludendorff summoned Germany’s politi-
cal leaders and demanded that they ask
for an immediate armistice.* In seeking an
armistice, Ludendorff and Hindenburg
were partly driven by fear of the immi-
nent collapse of German arms and its
likely consequences, the worst being a
Bolshevik-type revolution in Germany.>
Nevertheless, with the German army still
in northern France and Belgium, and the
former Tsarist Empire defeated, a num-
ber of senior officers strongly opposed
the armistice initiative.® Their resolve was
strengthened after receiving Woodrow
Wilson’s uncompromising replies to the
German armistice request between Octo-
ber 10 and 14. Ludendorff and Hinden-
burg became convinced that the Allies
would never offer peace terms Germany
would deem acceptable.”

According to historian Michael Geyer, the
High Command became convinced that
surrender was incompatible with German
honor which could only be saved by an
apocalyptic Endkampf (terminal struggle)
involving the systematic devastation of
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the population and infrastructure of occu-
pied French and Belgian territory, as well
as a possible war to the death involving
the entire German population. The End-
kampfwould be both a war of annihilation
against the enemy and the self-
annihilation of the German nation.®

German defeat did not result in an End-
kampf because the government of the
newly appointed Chancellor, Prince Max
von Baden, and the Reichstag majority
rejected the High Command’s plans.
Prince Max pointed out that the first re-
sponsibility of the government was to as-
sure the swrvival of the nation. If that
meant acknowledging defeat, the humilia-
tion had to be accepted. By contrast, the
High Command insisted that the Allied
terms were dishonorable. Hence, #ozal mili-
tary catastrophe was to be preferred to a bumili-
ating surrender.

In late October, Hindenburg and Luden-
dorff attempted to persuade the Kaiser to
reject the armistice and call for a [7o/k-
skrieg, a total “people’s war.” The Kaiser
refused and sent them with several other
senior commanders, to meet with the Im-
perial Vice Chancellor Friedrich von
Payer, Prince Max being unavailable be-
cause of illness. Ludendorff sought to
persuade Payer to abandon peace negotia-
tions and call for a popular insurrection.
The issue for both the military and the
German ultra-right was no longer victory
or even territorial defense but the
“honor” involved in preferring catastro-
phic national destruction to surrender.

Payer rejected Ludendorff’s demand for
an end to peace negotiations whereupon
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Ludendorff declared, “Then, your Excel-
lency, I throw the entire shame of the Father-
land into  your and your colleagne’s faces
(emphasis added).” In his memoir of the
war years, Payer spelled out his funda-
mental disagreement with Ludendorff:

An army commander with his en-
tourage may well end his illustri-
ous career [Rubmeslanfbahn] with a
ride into death [Todesritf], but a
people of seventy million cannot
make the decision about life and
death according to the terms of
honor of a single estate [i.e., the
military]!0

The idea of fighting to the death, rejected
in the First World War, was accepted by
Adolf Hitler in the Second World War.
For example, the Battle of Stalingrad was
the turning point of that war. The Ger-
man attack was launched on July 17,
1942. The German surrender took place
on January 31, 1943. It is estimated that a
total of 750,000 Germans were killed or
wounded and 91,000 captured; 478,471
Soviet military were killed or missing;
650,878 were wounded or sick and 40,000
Russian civilians were killed. The Battle
of Stalingrad was the bloodiest military
battle of the war and arguably the bloodi-
est of all time. By mid-January 1943, it
was clear to the German commander
Friedrich Paulus Friedrich Paulus that the
German situation was hopeless and he
asked Hitler for permission to surrender.
Permission was denied and Paulus was
ordered to hold Stalingrad to the death.
On January 30, 1943, Paulus informed
Hitler that his men were hours from col-
lapse. Hitler responded by promoting

Paulus to the rank of Field Marshal, the
highest rank in the German army, noting
that no Prussian or German field marshal
had ever surrendered. In effect, Hitler
was telling Paulus to die with his troops,
but allowing him to do so as a field mar-
shal. The next day, Paulus, a Roman
Catholic who did not believe in suicide,
surrendered to the Russians.

A second example of Hitler’s determina-
tion to bring Germany down with him
can be seen in the way the Second World
War ended. It only ended when the
Americans, British and Russians arrived
in Berlin. By any normal logic, the Ger-
mans should have surrendered before,
but under Hitler, they fought to the bitter
end. Hitler even commanded Albert
Speer, his Minister of Arms and War Pro-
duction, to destroy Germany’s infra-
structure rather than permit it to fall into
Allied hands. Speer, fearful that imple-
mentation of the order would cripple
Germany’s ability to recover, refused to
comply.!!

How does this history relate to the Mid-
dle East crisis? For those who have been
socialized with the values of a dominant
military caste or who believe in military
virtues, (and I do not necessarily criticize
these virtues because countries sometimes
survive because of the military virtues),
there is often nothing worse than defeat.
For 1400 years, Muslims saw Jews as a
defeated, conquered people. As such, they
were objects of condescension or con-
tempt. Much has been written about the
fact that there were times when Islam’s
tolerance of Jews was greater than that of
the Christian West. When the Jews were
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expelled from Christian Spain in 1492, a
large number were permitted to enter the
Ottoman Empire which believed that
there was a place for them. The Jews
were received as subordinates into a soci-
ety of structured inequality under strictly
regulated conditions. This was also true
of the way the Muslims dealt with Chris-
tians. They could not, for example, bear
arms. They were permitted domicile
solely under conditions in which their in-
ferior standing was always apparent. For
us to say that such practices were wrong
is to measure their society and its impera-
tive in terms of our own.

Moreover, the Christians behaved in very
much the same way. How then did the
Muslims regard the Jews? There’s a term
tor it, dbimmis, that is, people who had
cither surrendered or their ancestors had.
Every Muslim, regardless of how humble,
could look down on the dhimmis. Even
the poorest Muslim was part of the domi-
nant group and the richest dhimmi was
not. Notice that I am not criticizing this
system. This is the way it was.

As noted above, the Muslims had a some-
what similar attitude towards the Chris-
tians. Christians were also dhimmis, but
there was one big difference between
them. The Christians had fought and de-
feated the Muslims in the naval Battle of
Lepanto (1571), a naval battle, and had
defeated the Muslims in the Siege of Vi-
enna in 1683. Although never defeating
them, they had pushed the Muslims back.
Like the Muslims, they had a military
caste. The Jews were completely non-
military and had been since 70 C.E. when
the Romans put down a violent Jewish
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rebellion that had lasted four years and
destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem.

As defeat became certain, the Jews had
two choices. They could fight to the
death. And, some did at Masada, a desert
fortress some 900 feet above the Dead
Sea. 930 Jews resisted the Romans for
almost 3 years. Finally, the Jews of Ma-
sada could no longer hold out and
Eleazar ben Y2’ir, their leader, convinced
the people that surrender was not an op-
tion. Eleazar persuaded his followers that
if they killed themselves, they would
never know slavery. They knew that if the
Romans took them, the men would have
become slaves and the women used sexu-
ally and then sold as slaves.'? 930 Jews,
imbued with military virtues in the sense
that defeat and surrender were absolutely
unacceptable, committed suicide up on
Masada. They had made their grim
choice.

There was another choice the Jews could
have made. It was, as a matter of fact, the
dominant choice. In the year 70, the most
important Jewish leader in Jerusalem was
a rabbi named Yochanan ben Zakkai (30-
90 C.E.). There was a group in Jerusalem,
the Zealots, who like the men and women
of Masada, believed that death was pref-
erable to surrender just as did Ludendorff
and Hindenburg in 1918. Yochanan did
not agree. He understood that if the Jews
died fighting the Romans, Judaism would
come to an end. However, the Zealots
controlled the city. To evade them,
Yochanan ordered his disciples to place
him in a coffin and take him outside the
city for burial. In spite of the bitter war,
the Romans permitted the Jews to bury
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their dead outside Jerusalem. At the Jew-
ish checkpoint, one of the Zealots wanted
to take his spear and put it through the
seemingly dead rabbi. He was persuaded
to refrain on the basis of the honor due
to the dead.

As soon as he was outside of the city, he
requested an audience with Vespasian, the
Roman commander and soon to be em-
peror. It was in Vespasian’s interest to
end the war that had lasted almost four
years, with Romans forces stretched out
from Persia to the gates of Scotland.
Vespasian asked Yochanan, “What do
you want?” The rabbi replied, “Give me
the yeshiva (religious academy) at Yavneh
and its wise men.” In effect, speaking on
behalf of the Jews, Yochana was willing
to surrender and forgo sovereignty, put-
ting Jewish safety in the hands of
Vespasian and his imperial successors. An
agreement was struck that rendered Jews
powertless people until 1948 and the birth
of the State of Israel which regained Jew-
ish sovereignty the same way an earlier
generation had lost it, by force of arms.

From the Muslim point of view, the Jews
were for 1400 years a dependent, power-
less people and, to repeat, as such the ob-
ject of either condescension or contempt.
The idea that in 1948 and afterward,
650,000 of these people could defeat
them in three wars was totally unaccept-
able. At the end of the 1948 war, the Ar-
abs refused to make peace which would
have been a confession of defeat. The
same thing happened at the end of the Six
Day War of 1967. The Arab nations
adopted a policy of “Three No’s”—“No

peace, no recognition, no commerce.”

The idea of admitting defeat on the land
of Allah, especially to the Jews, would
have been an irredeemable disgrace.

There were leaders in the Muslim world
who were willing to broker a compromise
peace with the Jews. President Anwar Sa-
dat of Egypt was one. He was assassi-
nated in 1951. It is also well known that
King Abdullah of Jordan, the grandfather
of the current king, preferred to have the
Jews in control of part of a Palestine
rather than have Mufti Muhammad Amin
al Husseini in control. He tried to work
out a deal with the Jews. He too was as-
sassinated in 1981 and a street was named
in Tehran in honor of his assassin Khalid
Al-Islambouli.’ One wonders what might
happen to Mahmoud Abbas if he ever
signs a real peace treaty with Israel.

From a strictly pragmatic point of view,
an Arab-Jewish peace would benefit both
parties.'* Jews possess certain skills with
which to enrich the Middle East. As a
matter of fact that was the illusion that
the Jews had when they came to Pales-
tine. They were under the illusion that
because they had the skills the Muslims
would see them as an asset. The Muslims
weren’t interested. People who are willing
to sacrifice themselves in suicide bomb-
ings aren’t thinking about material advan-
tage.

One cannot solve a problem where honor
and religion are involved on the basis of
economic compromise. Obama and the
State Department may try. But there will
always be a critical mass of Muslims who
will refuse anything other than the de-
struction of the State of Israel. That
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means that the Jews have picked—some
would say God had picked for them—an
especially difficult piece of real estate.
Notice I speak of enemies, not villains.
Simply by being there, the Israelis are fac-
ing the fundamental enmity of a signifi-
cant portion of the Arab population. That
will never go away.

Let me close by recounting an incident
that took place on Masada in 1976. I was
there with my two sons. The day before,
my youngest son had his Bar Mitzvah at
Jerusalem’s Western Wall. At Masada, I
told them about how Yochanan ben Zak-
kai had surrendered to the Romans. I
pointed out that Yochanan ben Zakkai
only surrendered because he assumed that
Caesar could be trusted. That was the ba-
sis of Yochanan’s surrender. And for
2,000 years, the surrender agreement held.
Neither Vespasian nor any of his succes-
sors, Roman or European, sought to an-
nihilate the Jews. Some expelled them;
others persecuted them, but none sought
to exterminate them until Adolf Hitler,
who took full advantage of the powerless-
ness implicit in the original surrender. I
told this to my sons and asked, “What
would you have done had you been there
in the years 70 and 73? Would you have
surrendered like Yochanan ben Zakkai or
fought to death like the men and women
of Masada?” Being young and virile, their
answer was simple: “We would have

fought to the death.”

I then told them my answer. It was not
unlike that of the Kaiser when Luden-
dorff and Hindenburg wanted the entire
German nation to go down in flames. I
said, “You had better remember that you
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and I are alive today because Yochanan
ben Zakkai surrendered and that those
who surrender always do so because they
hope, if not for themselves, that a later
generation of their descendants who
would live in freedom.”

As a footnote, let me add that those of
you who studied the dialectic of the mas-
ter and the slave in Hegel’s Phenomenology
of the Spirit will recall that the slave surren-
ders to the master at least partly for that
reason.!> I therefore conclude that there
may be a truce, a hbudna, but there will
never be genuine peace.
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