Losing a Voice of Wit and Intellect
The death of Gore Vidal on Tuesday at the age of 86 marked an end of an era, a
time when men and women of wit and intellect fenced in public debate, now
replaced by the loud voices of prideful and mean-spirited know-nothings, as
Michael Winship explains.

By Michael Winship
I briefly interviewed Gore Vidal once. It was a little more than 30 years ago,
at the end of a long day of filming in Los Angeles. I was working as writer and
segment producer on an arts magazine pilot for public television.
Vidal was staying at a friend’s house near the Hollywood Bowl. At 5 p.m., the
prearranged time, I knocked on the door and after a minute or so heard footsteps
coming down stairs. The door opened and there he was, swathed in a long,
elegant, silk paisley robe (of course!) and still half-asleep.
I told him who I was and reminded him why I was there. Ronald Reagan had been in
the White House for less than a year and already was threatening major cuts to
funding for the arts, so as part of the pilot, I was interviewing authors about
books they thought might help the rest of us through his presidency. The answers
would be spotted throughout the show, like currants in a bun. Vidal nodded and
returned upstairs to change while the crew set up in the living room.
A few minutes later, now in jacket and tie, he joined us and sat down as lights,
camera and sound were adjusted. I told him again what I wanted but now he stared
at me blankly. Books for the Reagan years? He sighed, “I haven’t a clue.”
Wait a minute, I said, we talked about this on the phone just a few days ago so
you’ve had time to think about it. Now would be a great time to think harder. (I
was more polite than that, but you get the idea.)
After a second or two of brow-furrowing thought, he said, “No, nothing’s coming
to mind.”
Pay for the crew was ticking into overtime. I felt beads of sweat or blood
breaking out on my forehead. Disaster. And then I realized: he was toying with
me, letting me twist slowly in the wind. Slightly mean, but only slightly,
because after a few more moments of paralyzing silence, he suddenly took pity
and said, “Okay. I’ll give you two takes. The first will be a minute; the other,
thirty seconds.”
And they were. And they were flawless. From that moment, he was grace and

bonhomie personified, telling stories, but briefly glancing warily as we broke
down the equipment. “60 Minutes” recently had picked up a local Italian crew to
interview him at his home in Ravello. While striking the set, he claimed, they
had taken all his track lighting.
The books he chose? The Federalist Papers, because with Reagan in office, he
said, all of should have a better understanding of the Constitution and the
lengths of thought and debate that had gone into it.
Ironic in 2012, as Tea Partiers embrace the Founding Fathers and their document
in a death hug and Michele Bachmann claims it was one of Gore Vidal’s novels
about the early history of the United States that repulsed her so deeply she
became a Republican. To which one can only say, as Vidal once did, “The United
States was founded by the brightest people in the country — and we haven’t seen
them since.”
The other book he recommended was Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War,
the ancient Greek historian’s chronicle of the fight between Sparta and Athens
in the Fifth Century, BC. Reagan’s America was dangerously like Sparta, Vidal
said, ruled by an elite, bound by tradition, xenophobic, not a democracy but a
“militarized republic” too eager for confrontation.
Thucydides wrote, “We Greeks believe that a man who takes no part in public
affairs is not merely lazy, but good for nothing,” and while for decades Vidal’s
epicene lifestyle may have been indulgent to the extreme, his good-fornothingness ended there. In his writing and commentary, including his plays and
movie scripts, he was fully engaged in America’s public affairs, even running
for office twice.
His knowledge of history, overall erudition and outspoken, often outrageous,
opinions frequently mean but only slightly mean were an asset to the national
discourse whether you agreed with him or not. He held an interest in politics
and government from childhood, the descendant of a uniquely American style of
aristocracy, gone now, that for good or ill, saw commitment to the general
welfare as essential to its noblesse oblige philosophy.
Wealth and privilege no longer mean obligation but are simply the motives for
more wealth and privilege. Ten years ago, in The Decline and Fall of the
American Empire, Vidal wrote presciently “Any individual who is able to raise
[enough money] to be considered presidential is not going to be much use to the
people at large. He will represent … whatever moneyed entities are paying for
him. … Hence, the sense of despair throughout the land as incomes fall,
businesses fail and there is no redress.” A message that transcends time and
party affiliation.

He was smart, acerbic, funny and astoundingly prolific. Once I was in attendance
at a studio from which a short-lived attempt at a weekly, public TV quiz show
was being broadcast; Gore Vidal was one of the guests. The moderator had asked
the panel to identify the source of an especially pithy and eloquent quote. Each
was dumbfounded until the host came to Vidal, who thought a moment, then said,
“Was it me?”
It wasn’t. But it could have been.
Michael Winship is senior writing fellow at the policy think tank, Demos, and
senior writer at Moyers & Company, airing weekly on public television, Sirius XM
Radio and online. Check local airtimes or comment at www.BillMoyers.com.

A Map’s Inconvenient Truth
The charge “anti-Semitism” is thrown around loosely by defenders of Israel as a
way to discredit legitimate criticism and sometimes even the expression of
inconvenient facts as happened recently regarding a map showing the steady
erosion of Palestinian land, writes Lawrence Davidson.

By Lawrence Davidson
For the past few weeks, those taking local trains from New York City’s wealthier
suburbs into Manhattan have encountered a succinct billboard history of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The lesson comes in the form of four aligned maps showing the absorption of
Palestinian land by Israel from 1946 to the present, along with a declaration
that “4.7 million Palestinians are classified by the U.N. as refugees.” In all
respects, the ad is historically correct.

This educational billboard was made possible thanks to the efforts of Henry
Clifford, chairman of the area’s local Committee for Peace in Israel/Palestine

who purchased the billboard space to educate readers on what really is happening
under the Israeli regime of occupation so generously supported by U.S. dollars.
Immediately the ads were labeled “anti-Semitic” by area rabbis and Jewish
community leaders.
Here is the reasoning of Dovid Efune, “editor of the Manhattan-based Jewish
newspaper, The Algemeiner”: “This is anti-Semitic because when people think of
the Jews they think of the Jewish state. Jews have seen this happen many times.
It always starts with messaging that says Jews are committing a crime.”
Three things are to be said about Mr. Efune’s reaction: 1) He seems not to care
that the map display and UN statistic are accurate and what that means for the
lives of millions of people. 2) No doubt quite inadvertently, he does infer that
what the ad reveals is criminal behavior. 3) If there is any truth to the
assertion that “when people think of the Jews they think of the Jewish state” it
is because Zionist propagandists have, for over 64 years, incessantly insisted
on that identification.
Those Jews who have publicly denied the connection between Judaism and Israel
have been abused and libeled. So, to the extent that Jews in general are
identified with Israel’s “committing a crime,” you can thank the Zionists for
that.
Rabbi Joshua Davidson (no relation to me), the senior Rabbi of Temple Beth El in
northern Westchester, New York, says the map ad presents “a distorted and skewed
view of a complicated conflict.” Actually, that is untrue. The ad simply puts
forth historical truth. In addition, the conflict really is not as complex as
Zionists say it is. It is the consequence of a rather straightforward, postWorld War I, imperialist land grab that, in the case of Palestine, is on-going
even now.
It was and continues to be justified by religious mythology on the one hand and
the history of anti-Semitic persecution on the other. The land grab was
originally abetted by the British imperial politicians, some of whom imagined
that they were helping to fulfill biblical prophecy, and others who saw a Jewish
homeland in Palestine as a way of solving the “Jewish problem” in Europe. The
Palestinians, being seen as inferior natives, were then and are now, still
pushed aside.
Fanaticism on the Ground
Rabbi Davidson might object to such simplicity, but Dani Dayan would not. Dayan
is the leader of the “Yesha Council of Jewish Communities,” a leading
organization espousing Israeli settlement of the West Bank. Unlike Rabbi

Davidson, Dayan does not seek refuge in historical complexity. He lays it on the
line in a recent New York Times Op-ed:
“Arabs called for Israel’s annihilation in 1967, and Israel legitimately seized
the disputed territories, and the right of Israelis to call them home today, is
therefore unassailable.”
Unfortunately, the days when conquest automatically resulted in a transfer of
sovereignty ended with World War II. The primary rationale for the creation of
the United Nations and the expansion of international law was to prevent just
the sort of behavior Dayan describes.
Also, like the statement of Dovid Efune, Dayan’s argument is logically confused.
He is claiming that the hyperbolic rhetoric of Arab leaders in the run-up to the
1967 war somehow frees Israel from its obligations as a signatory to such
international treaties as the 4th Geneva Convention. Article 49(3) of that treaty
prohibits an occupying power from “transferring parts of its own civilian
population into the territory it occupies.” Successive Israeli governments, both
of the Left and the Right, have energetically violated that law by transferring
civilians into these conquered lands.
Dani Dayan now proudly points out there are some 350,000 of these illegal
squatters (the number goes up by 200,000 if we include the Israeli transfers
into Jerusalem). And, because this now constitutes the new “status quo,” Mr.
Dayan proclaims that Israelis have the “right to call” such territories “home.”
Where did he get that right? From his god? From very ancient history? From the
fact he walks about the area with an Uzi submachine gun strapped over his
shoulder? There is certainly no basis for it in international law.
Dayan presents these illegally accomplished facts on the ground as
“irreversible” and the two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as
“unattainable.” He challenges his readers to understand the “realpolitik” truth
of his position.
And, according to Richard Falk, United Nations Special Rapporteur for
Palestinian Human Rights, it is hard to “doubt the force of Dayan’s reasoning on
this central issue.” Well, if not settler leader’s reasoning, which is faulty,
then certainly one cannot doubt Israel’s physical possession of increasing
amounts of Palestinian land.
Apparently, the governments of the world have capitulated to Dani Dayan and
vigilante squatters. Hamas, which would gladly defy them, is confined, also with
international blessings, to Gaza, the world’s largest outdoor prison. Thus,

there is no military presence on the ground that can gainsay Mr. Dayan. So what
does this imply, that might makes right? Is that Mr. Dayan’s version of Israel
acting as a “light unto the nations”? Apparently so.
The Need for Outside Pressure
But Dani Dayan and his settler movement have not written the final act in this
tragedy. Even if we take note of his present position in the West Bank, and also
admit that the “peace process” is a pitiful fraud, it is premature for Dayan to
proclaim that he has won the struggle and we must all accept his “status quo.”
Colonialist ventures can be defeated in more than one way. The “usual” way is
through prolonged and bloody armed struggle. Thanks to the world-class military
machine the United States has helped Israel create and maintain, this is not a
likely path to success. But such regimes have also been forced to transform
themselves into more equitable, more democratic, and less repressive ones
through concerted outside pressure. And such pressure is now as real and growing
as Dayan’s squatter movement.
A major effort at outside pressure is the worldwide BDS (boycott, divestment and
sanctions) campaign against Israel. Ilan Pappe, an Israeli-born professor at
Exeter University in England, notes that this “campaign’s elasticity has made it
into a broad process powerful enough to produce a new public mood and
atmosphere.” As someone who has spent the last 35 years espousing the
Palestinian cause, I can testify to the truth of that statement, even here in
the United States.
It might very well be that Israel is here to stay. But that does not mean that
it will always be the racist, oppressive society it is now. Consistently applied
outside pressure, growing in scope and strength, can wear down support for
ideologues such as those of Dani Dayan and his backers both in and outside of
today’s Israel.
It can, slowly but surely, convince ordinary Israelis that they have a choice:
go along with their expansionist leaders and face increasing international
isolation or, as Pappe puts it, cooperate willingly in “finding a formula for
joint living” that is, creating a better society that is tolerant and mindful of
the need for justice, first and foremost for Israel’s victims, the Palestinian
people. Also a nation that can be trusted to honor its obligations under
international law.
It should be clearly understood that it is not just Israel’s future or that of
the Palestinians that is at stake here. All of us have to ask what value we
place on international law. What value do we place on a world that recognizes

the primacy of law born of sane human reason, rather than religious mythology,
apocalyptic fantasies, and tribal nationalism? It is all wrapped up together; as
goes the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, so goes the viability of international
law.
It is ironic in the aftermath of the Holocaust that international law was
strengthened and now, as the history so simply displayed on Mr. Clifford’s
billboards tells us, it is the Israelis who choose to cast it aside. If we allow
this to happen, the world becomes more dangerous for all of us.
Lawrence Davidson is a history professor at West Chester University in
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