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“The Most 
Gentle Philosopher” 

To the Editors: Thank you for 
Michael Novak‘s splendid apprccia- 
tion of Jacques Miiritilin (August, 
1973). No one said it better than 
Novak-and Worlrioicw. 

Kenneth L. Wondwnrd 
Cencral Editor, Newsweek 
New York, N.Y. 

“Myth of Annihilation 
and the Six-Day War” 

To thc Editors: My coogratulations 
on your September piihlicotion of 
the picm by Joseph L. Ryan entitled 
“The Myth  of Annihilation and tlic 
Six-Day War.” 

IIoving been, during the ycurs 
1946-55, Economic Advisor to thc 
Jewish Agency for I’destine ;ind 

thcn to tlie Government of Isracl, 
I have some acquaintance with thc 
longer background of thesc issues. 

Also, in September and Octolw, 
1967, I had oc!ciision to talk of thesc! 
tliings with Levi Zshkol. We were 
thcn acquaintances of somc twcnty 
years. Though I stipulated, with (le- 
tcrmincd cmphasis. that I did not 
wish to hear anything in confitlencc. 
Eshkol was not at ;dl evasive con- 
cerning Israel’s tactical initiative in 
the June war or concerning tlie 
1:irger n:itional purposes-then al- 
ready clouded-which lie hoped tlic 
military victory might serve. 

There will, no doubt, one t h y  I)c 
fri l l  witness of these things. Me;ui- 
while, your contributor :ind Wor ld -  
liiew have rcndered ;I service of 
public clarification. 

0sc;ir G:iss 
Washington, D.C. 

To the Editors: Fr. Joseph L. Ryan’s 
article on “The Myth of Anniliila- 
tion” must be viewed against Fr. 
Ryan’s background and total belicfs 
about Israel, part of which includc: 
1. A nonrecognition on his part of 

the existential legitimacy of the State 
of Israel. 
2. A persistent record of distortions 
about Israel and her actions. 
3. A reputation-as dcscribed by 
Msgr. George Higgins-of “being one 
of the most vocal of all the pro-Arab, 
anti-Israel propag:indists operating 
in the United States at the present 
timc.” 
As one who has diffcrecl piiblicly 

with him-in the press and TV-piir- 
ticularly in t h s  Greater Boston ;irca, 
I see that now hc has developed. :I 
new technique-and thiit is to quote 
some Israeli sources against all Is- 
rael. If thesc same generals whom 
he .quotes 11;icl indicated that tlierc 
w;is ;I clcar and prcscnt daiigcr of 
:inniliilation, Fr. Ryan would deny 
or ignore them. He will never allow 
facts to confuse his bicises. His con- 
cern for peace in. the hliddle East 
must also be questionctl I)ccuiisc of 
his absolute silcncc about Iraqi per- 
secution of Jews and Kiirds while 
he was in Iraq for close to two 
decades. Never once has Iic criti- 
cized the Iraqi government for ex- 
pelling him ;md his collcagncs. 
Rather, lie blames Israel, via Ainer- 
ita, for that-that is, if America had 
not supportcd ISriIel, lie i d  his 
cwllcngues would not liave bcen 
kicked out of Iraq. Nor has hc cvcr 
spoken out against I r q i  opprcssion 
of Kurds, Sudnnese oppression of 
blacks or Egyptian oppression of 
Copts. 

As to the spccific merits of his dis- 
cussion, there are obviously difFer- 
ences of opinion inside and outside 
of Isrncl. What is clear is that Israel 
has a frce press which describes 
those differences. Arab statcs would 
not and do not dlow dissenters or 
critics. Working from newspaper re- 
ports, Fr. R y ~ i  obviously cannot and 
will not distinguish between the :IC- 

tuality of exterminationant1 the clear 
aocl present danger of gcnocirlc. 

From his article it would appear 
that the Egyptian movement of somc 
100,000 troops and 1,000 tanks into 
the Sinai, the Egyptian insistence 
that the U.N. withdraw its peace- 
keeping force from the Gam Strip 
and the Egyptian closing of the Gulf 
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peans-were more valuable in the 
defense of Christian civilization than 
many’European states. The book is 
entertaining and worth reading for 
anyone who would capture some of 
the feeling of the high age of im- 
perial confidence. 

The Country and the City 
by Raymond Williams 
(Oxford; 335 pp.; $9.75) 
Williams, a Fellow of Jesus College, 
Cambridge, conducts a leisurely pil- 
grimage through English literature, 
focusing on the changing concepts 
of city and country. The pilgrimage 
tums out to have a political destina- 
tion. He argues that many socialists 
have been wrong in associating capi- 
talism almost exclusivcly with thc 
city and urges that fellow Marxists 
develop the clues he finds in Marx 
and Engels that the dichotomy hv- 
tween city and country must be 
overcome. Generalizing from the 
English experience, as analyzed from 
literary sources, Williams devotes too 
much space to a rather hackneycd 
restatement of the Maoist metaphor 
of cities and countries in revolution- 
ary confrontation, and this is ccrtilill- 
ly the least satisfying portion of the 
book. It is in the care with which he 
traces the dramatically diverse arid 
shifting concepts of city and country 
in one experience, England’s. that 
the value of the book is to be forind. 
The chapter on the city as “dark- 
ness” and as “light” is a helpful anti- 
dote to the anti-city polemics cur- 
rently popularized by Jacques Elld 
and some cnvironmcntalists. Wil- 
liams’s argument bears upon mod- 
ernization and urbanization in the 
world’s poor countries, although not, 
one suspects, in the way he sug- 
gests. Also, in this respect he is too 
facile in extrapolating from the his- 
toriciilly specific expcrience of Eng- 
land, As literary history the book is 
a worthy contribution; as analysis it 
is seriously flawed. 
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of Aqaba were done so that Egyp- 
tian troops could sunbathe in pri- 
vacy! Nnsser knew what he was do- 
ing-and with more honesty than Fr. 
Ryan stated. It was “a confrontation 
with Israel.” 

I do agree with one thing Fr. 
Ryan said, and that is that Amcri- 
cans must develop “sound attitudes 
regarding world justice and pence.” 
Unfortunately, his articles and 
speeches are carefully designed to 
do just the opposite. 

Philip Perlmutter 
Wahan. Mass. 

To the Editors: Joseph L. Ryan’s 
article, “The Myth of Annihilation 
and the Six-Day War,” is gcncrillly 
well put and significant. Worlduiew 
should be complimcnted for publish- 
ing it. While mostly in agreement 
with Ryan, I offer two comments 
for consideration: 

1. Ryan implies throughout his 
article that most Israclis believed the 
myth of annihilation at the time of 
the June, 1967, war and for a Icngthy 
period thcrcaftcr. This miiy not be 
so. That many Isracli Establishment 
leaders havc expressd the “myth” 
is correct. That so-called Diaspora 
Jews, i.e., those Jews outside the 
State of Israel, still believe thc 
“myth” is corrcct. That some Israeli 
an3 mimy non-I~ri~eli writers have 
expressed generd Israeli belief in 
the “myth” is correct. Yet evidence 
exists that most Israelis ;it the time, 
or immediately after, the \vir’s cwn- 
clusion did not in reality so lielievc. 
Indeed, nt thc time of the war a 
common wager in the streets of Tel 
Aviv and other places was that the 
war would last only a few days; fcw 
said it would last over ten days. Bc- 
fore the war many Israelis iinder- 
stood their state’s military superiority 
in the Middle East; many more came 
to understand this during the few 
days the war lastcd. 

2. Ryan’s comment at the end of 
his article concerning the continued 

belief in the “myth” in the United 
States cries out for more explanation. 
Most Americans‘ intcrestcd in the 
Arab-Israeli conflict still seem, as 
Ryan asserts, to accept this “myth.” 
In the United States news reporting 
and commentary on this and other 
aspects of the Arab-Israeli conflict 
have been, and still are, lacking. The 
consequences, both real and poten- 
tial, of invalid, unsophisticated be- 
lief and inadequate, if not overly 
Israeli-biased, news coverage are 
great. Hopefully, Worldview in  
forthcoming issucs will present more 
explanation and fuller analysis. 

Norton Mezvinsky 
Department of History 
Central Connecticut State Collcgc 
New Britain, Conn. 

“The Politics of 
Buddhism” 

To the Editors: Donald Eugene 
Smith in his “The Politics of Bud- 
dhism” (Januilry, 1973) attempts to 
relate Buddhism to thc processes of 
sOciaI and political changes. It is 
hard to restrain from certain com- 
ments, particularly when the article 
in question hiis certain statements, 
some of which, though sincerely 
madc, have yet the secds of unhappy 
misunderstanding in thcm. Thc 
lcarncd author has dealt with certain 
ncw trends in thc sociopolitical field: 
however, he gives the irnp1e:is:int 
impression that Buddhism is more i i  

success in the political spherc than 
in bringing about social changes in 
the lives of its devotccs. To bclicvc 
that Buddhism is ‘more capilblc of 
bringing about political changcs than 
the social ones is a grievous error in 
observation and judgment. In the 
more than 2.500 years of Buddliist 
history therc is positive evidence that 
social changcs in the lives of people 
in different laiids and clirncs have 
becn brought +ut through Bud- 
dhism. In India itself the advent of 
Buddhism meant, among other 
things, a front;il attack on the divi- 
sion of society on the basis of the 
“caste system.” 

Of course, social and political 
changes are more or less intcrrelated, 
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p:rrticul:irly in  societies where there 
:ire traditionnl cultures based on re- 
ligious vnlocs, especially of Buddhis- 
tic nature. Tlic iiiitlior correctly ac- 
cepts “the complex of sociopolitical 
manifestations of Buddhism differ- 
ing markedly from those of the other 
Iliiljor religions” i n  general. And lie 
rightly observes Buddhism to be 
“not ii serious obsticle to sociiil 
chmgcs.” But he is not right in as- 
serting that tlicre is “no Budrlliist 
social structure.” Though Buddhism 
is ri:itiirally iivcrse to rigid scciilar 
socid str:itilicntion on the horizontal 
level, it certainly upholds social con- 
figuration in terms of the vertical 
direction, in view of which the per- 
sori is fin:illy evaluated socially, not 
in t e r m  of birth, mi1teriiil posses- 
sions or political authority, hut in 
terms of ethical excellence and spir- 
itual vision. As such, a Buddhist is 
not only eiicoi~raged to be physically 
healthy and intellectually brilliant 
hut also is cxpectcd to be ethically 
sound, mentally contemplative md ,  
above all, spiritually inclined. He is 
t;ltlglit to be in fiivor of ;I c i i ~ t e l c ~ ~ ,  
clnssless and c1:ishless society arid 
to Be ever ready to share his fortuncs 
with the nccdy. In a society striic- 
turcd as this no onc dies of starva- 
tion and want; also orphans are 
happily adopted, and the deserving 
ones receive free assistance without 
;iny humiliating obligations, as a 
matter of moral social riglit. hlorc- 
over, evcryone is free to cxercisc Iiis 
or her will and effort to rise or fall 
i n  the social ladder, secularly iind 
spiritually. 

In the light of the above observo- 
tions Buddhism certainly promotes 
social change. I t  is not an obstacle 
to such change. As a matter of fact, 
it emnot be. For in kccping with 
the inccssnntly working “law of 
cliange” under the stress of *‘C;IIIS~ 

i i d  effect,” ups and downs in life 
and in society are to he cxpectcd. 
Society and politics (which is 1Jut a 
spccialized dimension of it) arc 
naturiilly given to “change.” Bud- 
dhism, as accepted by tlie author, 
“is not a serious obstacle to social 
change,” but here it needs to be 
known that the “change” is allowed 
so long as it affects not the heart of 

Buddhist values but only tlie perime- 
ter or the upholstery of religious 
life. In other words, this periplieral 
change dictated by the socioeco- 
nomic, political and other pressures 
is permissible if it is not in opposi- 
tion to the central spirit of Ihid- 
clhism. Thus, there is 110 obstacle to 
modernization in the social spherc 
so long as it is within its legitimate 
bounds, cven though the change ilt 
times may spell a dcparturc from 
the established social norms, a de- 
parture which, howevcr, is accepted 
with understanding arid moral rc- 
sponsibilit y. 
, The subject of sociol and po1itic:il 
changes undcr the auspices of Bud- 
dhism will be better, understood ill 
the light of the fact that the etliico- 
spiritual values enunciated by the 
Bnddli;~ iire iicceptcd ;is vital st;in- 
(lards, as tlic last word in perfection. 
While clmges in the sociopolitical 
pcriphcry arc permissil)lc, no at- 
tempt is to be made to rneddle with 
the central values, which arc but 
T ~ U T Z I  in themselves. Obvionsly any 
improvement upon perfcction would 
“ x i  bringing into being impcrfcc- 
tion of it sort. In this sciise, if ‘Bud- 
dhism is to be “a strong promotcr 
of social changC,” tlie “chnngc” neccls 
to lie more or less in favor of tlic 
central excellence whcn that had 
bccn partially or substantially tam- 
pered with, or corrupted by, causes 
such as political subjugation, eco- 
nomic stress, tyrannical rule or some 
othcr natural calamitics. A proccss 
of social change sucli as this is mark- 
edly helped by the existence of the 
Roddliist Order of hlonks, which is, 
so to soy, ;I spiritual compass indi- 
cating the correct dircction for so- 
cial activity, which is of special im- 
port :it the time of social sliipwrcck. 
The Order of Buddhist Monks is :i 

model monastic sociol order, highly 
sensitive to tlie miignetic pole of 
Supreme Liberation. As such it is a 
very uscfd means for the lay people 
to gauge their own progress on the 
Path. When individuals get thus 
wholesomely conditioned, social 
changes for thc bettcr result, arid not 
for the worse :is under the impact OF 
modern materialistic values. 

Ethical life is inconceivable apart 

from its social context. Moreover, it 
paves the way for spiritual escala- 
tion. No wonder there are scvcral 
sermons of the Buddha devoted to 
social behavior. When the conditions 
of life become intolerable to sustain 
n social ordcr in keeping with the 
Buddhist valucs, n reiiction sets in 
from the people and the Buddhist 
monks. This reaction is agiiinst the 
inimical causes at  work, which may 
bc, nmong others, political, antire- 
ligious and economic. The object of 
tlie reaction is to remove the ob- 
stacles undermining Buddhist life in 
the social context. The rcsult is a 
change for the bettcr, with dircctions 
which mily be new or modern, but 
in any case timely. However, in no 
case is it permitted to iindermine the 
ce~itriil values, which, with a11 the 
storm i i d  stress in the political iirid 

social sphercs, remain the bedrock 
foundation of Uuddhist life. 

Donald Smith in his lciirned iir- 
ticle is not clear as to what lie really 
“ a i s  by “social clrangc” among the 
Buddhists. There is needed no new 
“lhcprint” for Buddhist society: The 
guideliues ;ire already tlicre in thc 
scriptures for an ideal Buddhist so- 
cial structure. These, no dod)t, are 
revolutionnry in nature, involving 
the person iis well as society, with 
the meaning to spiritualizc the indi- 
vidual and to bring tlic nccded 
changes in the life of society. It may, 
however, be mentioned that thougli 
individuals may attain the God, it 
will never be possible for society ;is 
a whole to reach pcrfection. None- 
theless, it will bc ;1 prmticnl propo- 
sition to endeavor to follow tlie tli- 
rcction of the Spiritual Compass. 
Under tlie stress of circumstances 
the outward form of social life may 
witness certain changes. Howcver, 
thc inner valucs remain sacred and 
final for reference for all timc. 

Dr. R. L. Soni 
Metnber, UNESCO Committec, 
Wororkd Fellowship of Rrrddhists 
Alandaluy, Brrrma 

Donald E. Smith Responds: 
I am grateful to Dr. R. L. Soni 

for his thoughtful comments and for 
confirming one of the central points 
made in the article, namely, that the 
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spiritual liberation of the individual 
is at the heart of Buddhism and that 
only societal chinges which subserve 
this end have religious value. Dr. 
Soni is completely clear about it: the 
“central values,” the “Truth,” “the 
inner values [which] remain sacrcd 
and final . . . for all time” conccrn 
the Path to the Goal, “the magnetic 
pole of Supreme Liberation.” 
Changes in “the sociopolitical periph- 
ery” will be judged by their positive 
effects on thc quest for Nirvana. 
. The social change and moderniza- 

tion sought by most readers of the 
Third World, whatever their ideo- 
logical inclinations, include the goals 
of highcr economic productivity and 
greater cqunlity in sociocconomic re- 
lationships. My asscrtion was tliilt 
Buddhism has not been, and is un- 
likely to become, a strong promoter 
of social change. While the generally 
egili ta ria n assumptions of Buddhism 
might be brought to bear, Dr. Soni’s 
comments about changcs for the 
worsc under thc impact of “modcrn 
materialistic values” raisc the serious 
qucstion as to wlicther economic 
growth per se is not perceivcd by 
him to be ultimately inimiciil to the. 
core of Buddhism. A highcr stan- 
dard of living certainly moves a sb- 
ciety further from the monastic ideal, 
:incl it is the latter which takes seri- 
ously the quest for Liberation. Con- 
temporary Theriivac1:i Ruddliism, of 
coursc, has numerous intcrprctcrs, 
and some arc much more inclinctl 
than Dr. Soni to cmphnsize the cwn- 
gruity of Buddhist iind modern 
values. Hohever, I continue to d o u h  
that a significant Buddliist idcology 
of change will emerge to siipport 
modernization efforts. 
’ Dr. Soni presents n Iiigldy idail-  
ized view of thc monastic Order, 
and believes that the monks havc 
so vigorously intervcncd in the 
“sociopolitical periphery” in order to 
restore the Buddhist orientation of 
societies which have fallen victirn 
to colonialism, Western culture, eco- 
nomic stress or tyrannical rJc. This 
has certainly bccn the linc taken by 
thc monks themselves in justifying 
political activities which were clear- 
ly contrary to the monastic codc, and 
for the most part I do not question 

their sincerity. At the same time, . 
any social scientist would also have 
to see in these events the resurgence 
of a bypassed traditional elite hitter 
over its loss of influence and the per- 
sonal gratifications derived from the 
experience of politics and power. 
Political monks tend to function 
much like any other politicians, cal- 
culating advantage, forming alli- 
ances and making deals. This fact 
could hardly escape anyone who 
livcs in M d a l i l y !  I reiterate the 
point made in the article, that the 
monks’ remarkable political cffective- 
ness has not led to significant social 
change. 

Dr. Soni seriously overstates the 
case in asserting that the advent of 
Buddhism mcant “a frontal attack” 
on the caste system of ancient India. 
In point of fact, the Buddha rcjccted 
Rrahmanical authority and opcned 
the monastic order to followers from 
all castes. These actions were highly 
significant for the dcvelopmcnt of 
Buddhism, but constitutcd no “fron- 
tal ilttilck” on the caste system of 
society in gcncrol, which remained 
relatively unchanged. Dr. Soni goes 
on to state that the Buddhist social 
ethic demands i1 casteless society. 

I t  so happens that castc still pro- 
vidcs mud of the basic structure of 
thc Buddhist society of Sri Lanka 
(Ceylon) . This hicriirctiicid socii11 
system is of pre-Buddhist origin, has 
no stratum of untouchablcs, and in 
othcr wiiys is lcss harsh than thc tra- 
ditional Hindu form of caste. Hiit it 
remains ;I system in which intlividu- 
als of different castes are regardccl 
as intrinsically unequill as well as 
socidly so. Nevertheless, Biidtlliisrn 
ndapted to this structurc, and the 
most important scct of thc Ceylonese 
monastic order is open only to thc 
dominant Goyigiima caste. 

The drnmalic ekctornl victory 
of S.W.R.D.Bandaranaike and his 
clerical allies in the United Monks 
Front in 1956 wiis undcrstoocl by all 
as ;i great victory for Buddhism, and 
much was done, of a symbolic na- 
ture, to enshrine that victory. h i t  at 
no point during the thrcc ycilrs of 
maximum Buddhist influence (until 
Bandaranaike’s death) was there a 
significant movement to apply the 

Buddhist “social ethic” to bring 
about a casteless society. I t  may well 
be that such a thought never even 
occurred to anyone, and the idea 
would still seem strange today to 
most Buddhists, whether monks or 
laymen. Rudd hism wns perceived 
to be highly relevant to Sinhalcsc 
culture and Sinhalese nationalism, 
but it inspired no sustained, scrious 
criticism of Sinhalese social struc- 
turc. 

My purpose is not to call attention 
to the gulf which separates abstract 
ideal from reality in Ceylon; it is no 
wider there than elsewhere. Racism 
in American society has been infinite- 
ly more unjust and dehumanizing 
than caste in Sri Lanka. However, a 
comparison of thesc two situations 
must also reved that there has becn 
continuous, impassioned ;ind somc- 
times effcctive criticism of racism in 
this society, inspired by Jucleo- 
Christian ideils of social justice, So- 
cial criticism based on sacred tra- 
ditions might conceivably play a 
positive role in the triinsitional so- 
cieties of the Third World. The evi- 
dence thus far, however, suggests 
that Theravadn Buddhism is unlikc- 
ly to fulfill this rolc. 
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