
FEIN ON PERCY 
" G e n e r a l B r o w n , Arafat , the U N 

C o m m i s s i o n o n H u m a n R i g h t s , 
U N E S C O . . . and now P e r c y . " So 
goes the i nc reas ing ly c o n v e n t i o n a l 
litany of recent Jewish reversal . 

The issues raised by the Percy af
fair are impor tan t in and of t h e m 
selves , but still more important for 
what they say about both the mood 
and the w i sdom of the J e w s . In an 
effort to sort out some of the i ssues , 
M O M E N T m e t l a s t m o n t h w i t h 
Senator Char les Percy . 
I I 

The mee t ing took place in the im
media te aftermath of the Savoy Hotel 
o u t r a g e . U n d e r the c i r c u m s t a n c e s , 
Percy might comfor tably have used 
the oppor tun i ty to back a w a y from 
his s ta tement of January 28 that had 
caused so much consternat ion in the 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , the s t a t e m e n t 
w h o s e c e n t r a l a s p e c t d e a l t w i t h 
Arafa t ' s " m o d e r a t i o n . " 

The facts of the original ep isode 
are t h e s e : S e n a t o r P e r c y r e t u r n e d 
from a 12 count ry tour of the Middle 
East late in January . O n the morn ing 
of January 2 8 , he a t tended a press 
breakfast , where he del ivered himself 
of a number of c o m m e n t s on his trip 
wh ich a p p e a r to h a v e been unpre 
pared , and not even very carefully 
cons idered . O n e such c o m m e n t was 
tha t Y a s s i r A r a f a t is a " r e l a t i v e 
m o d e r a t e " — that is , as he later ex
pla ined, that Arafat " i s more moder 
ate than the P L O l e a d e r s h i p w h o 

w o u l d l ike ly r e p l a c e h i m w e r e he 
r e m o v e d . " 

Tha t af ternoon, the front page of 
the" C h i c a g o Daily News car r ied a 
b a n n e r h e a d l i n e , a n n o u n c i n g , 
" P e r c y Tel ls Israel: D o n ' t Coun t on 
U . S . , " fol lowed by an article under 
the b y - l i n e of r e s p e c t e d j o u r n a l i s t 
Peter Lisagor . L isagor reported that 
Percy had te rmed Arafat a " m o d e r 
a t e " (omit t ing the qual i f icat ion) , and 
i m p l i e d tha t the P e r c y c o m m e n t s 
amounted to a major reversal of his 
earl ier posi t ion as " a strong suppor
ter of I s r a e l . " 

T h e r e a c t i o n w a s a l m o s t i m 
m e d i a t e , a n d it w a s i n t e n s e . T h e 
modest distort ion of the actual com
ment regarding Arafat surely helped 
exacerba te the mat ter , but there was 
enough addi tonal ev idence of a Percy 
shift to cause legi t imate concern that 
we were wi tness to a major defection 
from the pro-Israel ranks . 

But if, as some of the c o m m e n t s 
sugges ted , Percy had s tumbled into 
the mat ter ra ther thought less ly , and 
if, as he told us dur ing our mee t ing , 
he was " s u r p r i s e d and upset at the 
extent and the intensity of the reac
t i o n , " migh t not the S a v o y Hote l 
ma t t e r offer h im a w a y b a c k , and 
out? 

Percy did not use the oppor tun i ty . 
Ins tead, he chose to defend his ear
lier c o m m e n t s , and , wrapp ing him
self in the s t a t e sman ' s man t l e , to ex
press gratif ication that he had " i n 
i t iated an impor t an t d i a l o g u e , one 
that has been pos tponed too l o n g . " 
P e r c y b e l i e v e s , " t h e r e h a s n e v e r 
been a bet ter t ime , and there is not 
likely to be a bet ter t ime , to m o v e 
towards peace in the Middle E a s t , " 
and the bel ief apparent ly runs qui te 
deep . That belief is founded on his 
r e s p e c t fo r K i s s i n g e r , S a d a t a n d 
R a b i n , a n d , in p a r t i c u l a r , on h i s 
c o n v i c t i o n t h a t t h e r e s p e c t w i t h 

w h i c h K i s s i n g e r is v i e w e d in the 
Arab wor ld has created a unique o p 
por tuni ty . And he is dis t ressed that 
s o m e of the c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h he 
v iews as essential in any m o v e m e n t 
t o w a r d s p e a c e — n o t a b l y , an 
I s r a e l i - P a l e s t i n i a n d i a l o g u e — are 
not now v iewed as acceptable by the 
relevant par t ies , or by their suppor
ters in this count ry . 

Accord ing ly , whi le express ing ap
propria te regret about cont inuing ter
rorist a t tacks , he views them as addi
t ional suppor t for the pos i t ion that 
peace is an urgent necess i ty . 
I I 

D o e s al l t h i s m e a n a shi f t in 
P e r c y ' s past p o s i t i o n — a n d , if so , 
from what to wha t? Lobbyis t s famil
iar w i t h t h e s e m a t t e r s a l l e g e tha t 
Percy has a lways been a somewha t 
sluggish friend, and at least one very 
prominent lobbyist publicly asserted 
that he was not surprised by P e r c y ' s 
s t a t emen t , s ince Percy had " n e v e r 
been a friend of I s r a e l . " 

Here it is necessary to dis t inguish 
be tween friends and advoca tes . In his 
s t a t emen t s and in his vo tes , Percy 
has , ove r the years , been unmis tak
ably friendly to Israel . It is also true 
that he has never been an enthusiast ic 
c h a m p i o n , an a d v o c a t e of I s r a e l ' s 
c ause , but that m a y well be because 
he has not been much of an init iator 
or an advoca te in any area . Char le s 
P e r c y ' s p rominence as a senator de 
r ives chiefly from his inclusion in an 
exc lus ive g roup of A m e r i c a n s w h o 
are thought to be potential pres iden
tial nominees . There is only a very 
loose correlat ion be tween senatorial 
c o m p e t e n c e and " p r e s i d e n t i a l i t y " 
— t h a t is , the ability to have oneself 
taken seriously as a presidential p ros 
pect . In Pe rcy ' s case , his impeccable 
d res s , his remarkably sonorous voice , 
his legendary business success , and 
his ev iden t abil i ty to attract c ross -



over v o t e r s — a s wel l , of course , as his 
p r o m i n e n c e in the smal l m o d e r a t e 
wing of his p a r t y — a p p e a r to have 
contr ibuted more to his nat ional visi
bility and prospects than his record 
as a United States senator , which is 
rather indifferent. 

N o n e t h e l e s s , whe the r because of 
personal convict ion or demograph ic 
and polit ical ca lcula t ion, o r a c o m b i 
nation of the t w o , Percy has been a 
friend to Israel in the pas t , and , by 
his o w n admiss ion , his views on sev
eral aspects of the Middle East p rob
lem w e r e , i ndeed , c h a n g e d by his 
visit to that part of the wor ld . He ar
gues , h o w e v e r , that the c h a n g e in
volves no d iminut ion of support for 
Israel , bu t , ins tead , a n e w assess 
ment of the cond i t ions wh ich m a y 
lead to peace in the Midd le Eas t , 
hence also of I s rae l ' s best interests . 
In that con tex t , he has proposed that 
Israel talk with the P L O , and , in the 
course of his meet ing with the p ress , 
as in subsequen t in te rv iews , has de 
livered himself of a variety of o ther 
not ions regard ing the conflict and its 
reso lu t ion , some remarkab ly fuzzy, 
none especial ly shock ing . 
I I 

Not shock ing? Not , that is, if one 
fol lows the deba te within Israel on 
these mat te rs . The issue of whe the r 
or not Israel should talk publicly with 
the P L O (obviously there is a l ready 
s o m e p r i v a t e c o n t a c t b e t w e e n t h e 
two) is not , centra l ly , a moral ques 
t ion; it is a polit ical ques t ion , and its 
answer depends on intricate polit ical 
analys is . Impor tant Israelis — m e m 
b e r s o f the K n e s s e t , e x - g e n e r a l s , 
o t h e r s — b e l i e v e tha t s u c h t a l k s 
would benefit Israel . Others — most 
— d isagree . 

W h y , then , the react ion? O u t r a g e , 
d i sappo in tment , bitter invect ive , or
g a n i z e d l e t t e r - w r i t i n g c a m p a i g n s , 
a n d , m o s t of a l l , t h e a d d i t i o n of 
Percy to the informal enemies list we 
all main ta in . Yet Char les Percy is no 
e n e m y of Israel . At the very wors t , 
he is a friend in error . His publ ic rec
ord and his pr ivate c o m m e n t s p ro
vide no adequa te reason to denounce 
h im. He speaks moving ly of his be

lief in I s r ae l ' s sove re ign ty , and he 
s p o k e of it in e v e r y A r a b c a p i t a l 
wh ich he vis i ted. He speaks m o v 
ingly of the Ho locaus t , and recal ls 
his own visit to Auschwi tz with e m o 
tion. He speaks sadly, yet with un
ders tand ing , of the Jewish reaction to 
his shift. 

So , w h y ? Is it because , rubbed as 
r a w as w e h a v e b e e n t h e s e p a s t 
m o n t h s , frustrated by our inability to 
m a k e our voices heard in the coun
c i l s o f the m i g h t y , w e l e a p at a 
handy oppor tuni ty to vent our feel
ings? O r is it, m o r e ma tu re ly , be
cause we recognize that the begin
n ing of an e r o s i o n m a y p r e s a g e a 
g e n u i n e d e f e c t i o n ? ( I n d e e d t h e r e 
were hints in Pe rcy ' s c o m m e n t s that 
he m i g h t b e l e s s p o s i t i v e in t h e 
m o n t h s ahead with respect to aid for 
Is rael . ) The let ters and represen ta 
t ions which Percy has received over 
the w e e k s s ince his or ig ina l s ta te
m e n t ( s o m e 1 5 , 0 0 0 l e t t e r s at last 
count) are d iverse . Some express sor
row, more anger . In any even t , the 
spon taneous react ions of large n u m 
bers of J ews on matters such as th is , 
e x c e p t a s t h e y d e a l in u g l y 
i n v e c t i v e — a s many d o — a r e signs of 
a lively c o m m u n i t y . The issue is not 
really that react ion, but the psycho
logical r e s p o n s e , the effect of the 
ep i sode on our mora l e . 
I ~l 

Three i s sues , in that connec t ion : 
First , if any deviat ion from pro-Israel 
o r thodoxy elicits so sharp a response , 
d o we not insure that the objects of 
the r e s p o n s e wi l l b e c o m e e x a c t l y 
wha t w e say they are? T o call all 
t h o s e w h o a r e no t o r t h o d o x e n 
thus i a s t s ou t r igh t e n e m i e s i s — j u s t 
p o s s i b l y — t o engage in self-fulfilling 
hypothes iz ing . (Pe rcy , for e x a m p l e , 
now bel ieves that he has " l o s t the 
J e w s " for g o o d . Is that w h a t we 
wan ted?) 

S e c o n d : If d e v i a t i o n f rom p r o -

Israel o r thodoxy is a source of such 
acute d i sappo in tment , d o we not in
sure still more d i sappoin tment in the 
mon ths ahead? For nothing is more 
certain than that some of the tradi
tional o r thodox ies are now going to 
be deba ted , and vigorous ly . D o we 
not suffer from enough actual injury 
wi thout having to convert modes t in
su l t i n to st i l l m o r e i n j u r y ? Self-
protect ion alone requires a heal thier 
sense of ba lance . 

Third: And do w e really d e m a n d 
of o t h e r s an o r t h o d o x y w h i c h we 
ourse lves , in the pr ivacy of our own-
living r o o m s , do not accept? Or is it 
that we o u r s e l v e s have b e c o m e so 
rigid that d iscuss ion and debate are 
verbotten'l Is it what Percy said, or is 
it that it was Percy doing the saying? 
If the former , woe unto our nar row
ness . And if the latter, how can w e , 
and why should w e , inhibit publ ic 
deba t e on ma t t e r s w h e r e we k n o w 
op in ions differ? H o w do we look , 
and how do we feel, when we insist 
that our friends and the beneficiaries 
of our support not k n o w , or pretend 
they do not k n o w , that which we do 
know: that reasonable people differ 
in the i r a s s e s s m e n t of h o w p e a c e 
may be brought to the Middle East? 

T h e r e is on ly one d i v i d e w h i c h 
cannot be crossed , which genuinely 
s e p a r a t e s o u r f r i e n d s f r o m o u r 
enemies , and that is the acceptance 
of I s r ae l ' s sovere ign ty as a Jewish 
s ta te . O n the ques t ion of how that 
s o v e r e i g n t y c a n b e s t be a s s u r e d , 
there will b e — t h e r e a r e — s h a r p dif
ferences. But if we say of a man w h o 
has said, " t h e r e can be no c o m p r o 
mise and no sacrifice of the princi
ple of Is rae l ' s s o v e r e i g n t y , " and on 
tha t p r i n c i p l e " t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 
s h o u l d and wi l l w a l k w i t h I s r ae l 
e v e r y s t ep of the w a y , no m a t t e r 
what the c o s t s , " that he is an e n e m y , 
w e are insured a lonely , a friendless 
future. • 
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