
EXCURSUS I1 
Why We Need Each Other 

I was delighted to be invited to the Nashville 
Consultation on Black-Jewish Relations, since I 
had come to believe that it was time for us to 
try talking with one another again. The old dia- 
logue had been rudely interrupted by the events 
of the late 1 9 6 0 ' ~ ~  and, however great our con- 
fusion about what the country ought to be doing, 
it seemed we had exceeded the limits which the 
exhaustion of the 1960's permitted. We had to 
get back into harness again. 

The Consultation was a fascinating and extra- 
ordinarily productive disaster. A disaster be- 
cause of the almost palpable tensions affecting 
our deliberations; fascinating precisely because 
of those tensions; productive because of what it 
teaches us. 

We had evidently assumed that the dialogue 
could be resumed where we had left off. But it 
rapidly became clear that each group's under- 
standing of the other had not remained stable 
over the years of rupture. A marked deterioration 
had taken place: each group forgot things it had 
once known, or at least pretended to know, about 
the other. Thus I was rather shaken to find my 
Black colleagues still trapped in stereotypes of 
the Jew 'as slumlord, pawnbroker, and shopkeep- 
er. I had supposed such crudeness long since 
overcome; Yes, there are Jewish slumlords and 
the rest,' and sometimes we try to deal with them, 
but most often we don't. We hardly ever try to 
explain them away by pointing to their back- 
ground of insecurity and anxiety-that is, to the 
social conditions which their Jewishness imposed 
upon them. We would find such ,explanations 
tasteless, and the Blacks would surely find them 
apologetic and unconvincing-however true. 
Equally pointless are the conventional explana- 
tions for Black criminals. There are more Jewish 
slumlords than there should be, and more Black 
criminals than there should be, and neither fact 
condemns the larger group. 

Back then, when we were still talking, we knew 
about our darker sides. But we also knew that 
Blacks are less anti-Semitic than other Christians, 
and Jews less racist than other whites. We were 
prepared to stipulate that, relative to a bad lot, 
we were both not so bad, that we might even be 
a good deal better than most others, even though 
we were both very far from being good. Back 
then. But no more. One major lesson of the Con- 
sultation was that you can't interrupt a relation- 
ship and expect it not to deteriorate. 

For example, one specific theme emphasized 
by a number of Black participants was the diffi- 
culty of a coalition between the powerful and the 
powerless. Jews were perceived as powerful, 
Blacks as powerless. Hence no coalition was 
possible. 

This strikes me as based on a radical misper- 
ception of the nature of Jewish power and a still 
more radical misperception of Jewish self-under- 
standing. We (Jews) were utterly baffled by the 
imputation of power. Jews? Powerful? Absurd. 

Of course we are prominent in certain sectors, 
and prominence brings power. But the central 
self-understanding of Jews was and remains one 
of vulnerability, of the transience of our power. 
Reflecting now, one.year after the Yom Klppur 
War, the Jewish sense of vulnerability seems ab- 
solutely central, power a passing thing. And 
Blacks powerless? To the Jew continuing anxiety 
about his capacity to persuade creates a near- 
envy of Black numbers, of the Black capacity to 
threaten, to evoke fear. Call it by its name-physi- 
cal power. It is a kind of power the American Jew 
scarcely understands. 

Perceptions, misperceptions, tumbling one 
after the other, condemning dialogue, preventing 
coalition. 

Why bother? Why open oneself to the pain of 
misunderstanding? 

I believe the coalition needs to be reborn, less 
because of its likely immediate impact on the 
world of affairs, more because of its existential 
aesthetic. No two groups have had their humanity 
more pervasively threatened and attacked than 
we two. For two millennia Jews have been the 
leading example of man's capacity for inhumanity 
to man. Today Blacks have become the preemi- 
nent example. 

If Jews have learned anything at all from their 
experience, it is that the object of inhumanity 
need not be dehumanized. We have never let 
ourselves become victims. Instead, we have been 
survivors. For the survivor decency and dignity 
remain largely intact. (I suspect the world finds 
this especially infuriating.) That is why, in the 
end, there is nothing Blacks can do which will 
shake us from our commitment to justice. That 
commitment is a commitment, in the first in- 
stance, not to Blacks but to self and to survival; 
its loss would therefore not be a victory for 
Blacks. And i f  Jews need Blacks, as I believe we 
do, we need them as a reminder that justice still 
requires pursuit, that there is still humanity to be 
asserted, hence also Self to be affirmed. 

Nor do I believe it a presumption to suggest 
that Blacks still need Jews, and for much the 
same reason. Blacks do not need Jews because 
our problems are the same-they are not the 
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same; they do not need us because our agendas 
are the same-they are not the same; they do not 
need.us because our experience has been the 
same-it has not been the same. In the end they 
need us, and we them, because our dream, at its 
richest, has been the same-the dream of sur- 
vival with dignity, the dream of the ultimate de- 
feat of the dehumanizing and dehumanized op- 
pressor, even when he is Jewish, even when he 
Is Black. Otherwise our dreams and we ourselves 
become raisins in the sun. . . . 

Leonard Fein 
Professor of Contemporary Jewish Studies, Bran- 
deis University. 

EXCURSUS 111 
The Dispensability of Mr. Kissinger 

Last April in these pages Wilson Carey McWil- 
Hams wrote that continued association with Mr. 
Nixon’s regime posed some “moral problems” 
for Henry Kissinger. “Can Kissinger afford to 
lend himself to a regime which, in every signifi- 
cant way, endangers the general good?” Mr. 
McWilliams asked. Presidents come and go, Mr. 
Kissinger stays on. Mr. Ford’s first public state- 
ment upon assuming office was that he would 
retain Henry Kissinger. The people may be as- 
sured that the country’s future will rest in the 
good hands to which Richard Nixon had con- 
signed it. 

The assumption in April was that Mr. Kissinger, 
being a cut above the Nixon gang, must have 
suffered some qualms of conscience about his 
complicity in their designs. There is little to sug- 
gest, however, that Mr. Kissinger did not feel 
quite at home with the Nixon substance and style. 
A new and more critical perspective on Mr. 
Kissinger began to surface following his petulant 
performance at Salzburg in June, when he threat- 
ened to resign unless cleared of charges that he 
had wiretapped newspeople and sundry friends. 
To be sure, more than half the U.S. Senate im- 
mediately issued sycophantic assurances of their 
unshakable confidence in the Secretary of State. 
Others, fortunately, were not so ready to make 
their act of submission to the doctrine of the in- 
dispensability of Dr. Kissinger. 

The Salzburg exhibition may be explained in 
part by Kissinger’s emotional exhaustion, but in 
succeeding weeks Mr. Kissinger let it be known 
that he was perfectly serious and retracted no- 

thing of what he had said at Salzburg. He has 
shown not a scintilla of sensitivity to what even 
some of his admirers found deeply troubling in 
his Salzburg ultimatum. He seemed to be sug- 
gesting that he was above the give-and-take of 
democratic criticism and accountability. It was 
unthinkable that rules made for lesser breeds 
should be applied to. him. This was also a per- 
vasive feeling in the Nixon Administration. 

Regrettably Salzburg was not an isolated inci- 
dent. I t  turned out.to be the slap in the face 
needed to provoke a more careful examination of 
Mr. Kissinger’s much vaunted style, and espe- 
cially of his posture toward the democratic pro- 
cess. Increasingly that posture appears to be one 
of disdain. Critics note that the great “Kissinger 
moments” of alleged diplomatic brilliance are 
usually worked out with various dictatorships- 
notably Russia, China, and the several despots 
of the Arab world. Kissinger’s success with demo- 
cratic leaderships not given to autocracy and 
secrecy is somewhat less remarkable. 

In the last two months there has also been a 
growing public puzzlement about the meaning 
of the various detentes. Is the oft-mentioned 
“structure for peace” more than rhetoric? Is i t  
perhaps but a prop in the showmanship of the 
master of the quick fix? Troubling doubts arise 
about what the U.S. is really receiving in return 
for concessions to the Soviet Union, for example. 
Success in negotiations is no surprise if one 
party is prepared to do all the giving. On the 
question of freer emigration from the Soviet 
Union Mr. Kissinger had to be forced by the Con- 
gress to make himself a wee bit unpleasant. SO 
eager was he to avoid jeopardizing the scenarios 
of seeming success. Subsequent Soviet conces- 
sions on this point unavoidably raise questions 
about other possible concessions that might have 
been missed. 

More recently are the revelations about Mr. 
Kissinger’s role in the CIA’s undermining of the 
Aflende government in Chile. In a course of gross 
hypocrisy he lectures the Congress on the sacred 
doctrine of noninterference in the ,domestic af- 
fairs of the Soviet Union and South Korea while 
all the while directing the downfall of a govern- 
ment that was, whatever its faults, democratically 
elected. As though to compound the crime Mr. 
Kissinger, it is reliably reported, has resisted the 
Congress’s clear mandate to press the present 
rulers of Chile on the issues of human rights, 
especially in connection with their torture and 
execution of thousands of political prisoners. He 
has, according to these reports, gone so far as 
to reprimand the U.S. ambassador to Chile who 
had the audacity to bring up the question of po- 
litical prisoners in meetings with the Chilean 
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