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The Negev family (from 
left): Nevo, 13, Yoav, 44, 
Lotem, 44, Yaara, 10, 
and Michal, 15; live in 
Srigim, Yoav is arriving 
from Istanbul

What does your T-shirt say, Yoav?
Yoav: I was on an expedition to a cave 

called Morca.
Business or pleasure?
Yoav: You can’t call it pleasure. It’s 

really hard work. It was an interna-
tional expedition to a cave that was dis-
covered in Turkey six or seven years 
ago. There’s been an expedition every 
year since then, and they get down a bit 
deeper each time. The present [known] 
depth of the cave is 1,276 meters – 1.25 
kilometers below ground level. There is 
more to come; we’re trying to map new 
parts and discover new sections. The 
cave is really difficult to enter: It takes 
two days to get in and two days to get out. 
You spend 10 hours a day on a rope and 
in all kinds of narrow passageways. The 
rest of the time you’re either sleeping or 
preparing food in camps in the middle of 

the cave. You have no way of knowing if 
it’s day or night. And it’s cold: 4 degrees 
Centigrade [39 Fahrenheit], but you’re 
always active, and you wear protective 
clothing, so you sweat the whole time.

Just a minute: Why is this cave being 
explored?

Yoav: Why? Because it’s interest-
ing. The field is called speleology [the 
scientific study of caves] and it’s multi-
disciplinary – it combines geology and 
archaeology and also biology. For ex-
ample, we took samples, at minus-1,200 
meters, of bacteria with weird colors.

Are you a speleologist?
Lotem: (Laughing) He’s a software 

engineer.
Yoav: I work at a startup. This is a 

kind of hobby.
How did you get into it?
Yoav: You have to really like fieldwork.
Michal: Your dad was also an ar-

chaeologist.
Yoav. Right. My father, Nimrod Ne-

gev, was head of the Be’er Sheva and 
Northern Negev District of the Israel 
Antiquities Authority. But I like caves, 
because it’s a field where changes are 
still taking place. The deepest cave in 
the world is 2,212 meters, and it’s pos-
sible that another will be discovered 
that’s deeper than that. It’s a field where 

there are still discoveries to be made. 
Say, Everest, for example? There won’t 
be a higher mountain.

What do you see underground?
Yoav: It’s a cave with awesome power, 

seemingly infinite in size. It’s very di-
verse: There are vertical sections, huge 
shafts where you have to rappel, and 
a winding underground stream. And 
parts where you walk between tremen-
dous walls – a kind of fissure because of 
which the cave was formed. It’s amazing 
to find yourself between two monstrous 
blocks of rock whose size you can’t 
fathom, and you’re smack in the middle. 
The bottom part is a river, coming from 
springs that eventually reach villages.

Michal: So the cave does have an end.
Yoav: Yes, we just haven’t gotten to 

it yet.
You’re not worried about damaging 

the ecosystem?
Yoav: When it comes to preserving 

nature, this is a very aware community. 
The truth is, only the rare individual gets 
to these caves. Once the research is done, 
no one will ever go there. But it’s part of 
human nature – to explore, even at the 
price of altering the environment a bit. 

How long have you been in this field?
Yoav: Many years. I’ve always liked 

it, even as a kid. My interest developed 
as I got older, and once I had learned how 
to manage in caves. Every little mistake 
you make in technique, you pay for in 
[expending] energy. You move around 
carrying two bags and sometimes you 
have to go through narrow passages, 
it’s very challenging. There are maybe 
eight people in Israel who do such explo-
ration in deep places.

How’s your life insurance?
Yoav: (Laughing) Lotem is taken 

care of.
How does this hobby fit into family 

life?
Nevo: Sababa [cool] – we’re used to 

it. I also go with him sometimes to the 
caves.

Michal: For example, Malcham Cave 
[by the Dead Sea], the longest salt cave 
in the world – it isn’t open to the public 
and we got to go in. We’re all part of it.

Nevo: You, less so.
Michal: Really? I will go to an envi-

ronmentally oriented high school.
Yaara: Nevo is the most interested in 

caves. They are usually unbelievably 
cold, so I have no interest in visiting them. 

Yoav: Cold? Actually in Israel, 
they’re smellier. About 25 years ago, 
I took Lotem to one, it was one of the 
last times.

Lotem: I just did not enjoy it.

Bar Dadon, 28, and Aviv 
Eliahu, 33; live in Eilat, 
flying to Santorini

Where are you off to?
Aviv: To Bar’s bachelorette party in 

Santorini.
Mazal tov, who are you marrying?
Bar: Itai, Aviv’s brother-in-law. She’s 

married to his brother. She and I met by 
way of these relationships, and we be-
came friends. I’ve been with Itai for a 
year and a half, actually a year and eight 
months. Before that we were roommates 
and good friends, and after a year, sud-
denly we were a couple.

What happened?
Bar: We were good friends, he con-

fessed his feelings, I thought about it 
and realized that I also felt the same 
way – and that was it. And now we’re 
getting married. We lived together 
in Eilat – I’m not originally an Eilati, 
but Itai and Aviv are. We met in Eilat 
and moved in with another roommate, 
who is Itai’s best friend, and then it 
happened. When we became a couple, 
I realized that many of the things I 
loved about him I’d noticed before, but 
I hadn’t attributed any romantic mean-
ing to them. Maybe because I didn’t 
want to wreck the friendship. We have 
a really good foundation. I know where 
he throws his socks, his clothes. I know 
everything.

Why did you move to Eilat?
Bar: I lived in Paris for two years af-

ter my army service, I worked for El Al. 
I had a crisis coming back to Israel and 
I said, Yallah, how about moving to Ei-
lat? We bought a boat that offers private 
cruises and settled there. 

Aviv, what do you do?
Aviv: I’m a full-time mom, more or 

less. I took a break from my profession 
– I was a school guidance counselor. I’m 
working at raising children now.

How many do you have?
Aviv: Four. The biggest, a son, is 4 

and a half, then 2-year-old twins and a 
daughter who’s almost a year old. When I 
tell people, they’re shocked. Four years, 
four children. It was so fast, and during 
the coronavirus, too. People see me with 
them, and they say, Where did they come 
from? A real baby boom. The older one 
and the twins really want to be together; 
he got over being angry having to deal 
with two siblings at such a young age. 
There’s still an age gap but I think there 
will soon be a balance of forces. And 
there’s the baby, the little one.

Bar: She’s the princess of the house.
Aviv: Bar is the No. 1 babysitter; the 

kids are wild about her. Really, we’ve 
won the lottery.

What’s the advantage of having 
children so close together?

Aviv: I’ll tell you, I didn’t plan it. I 
didn’t want a gap of more than three 
years between the first and second. 
With my siblings there’s a difference 
of three years, and it was too much. I 
thought two years was nice. The sur-
prise came afterward.

Bar: The first surprise was twins, 
the second surprise was yet another 
child.

Aviv: The first pregnancies were 
after I’d had treatment; the last one 
came out of the blue. The advantage 
is that I can watch them growing up as 
a group. We have a lot of help. Every-
one lives in Eilat, my family and my 
husband’s family, and that’s a bless-
ing, but what happens in the house is 
crazy. Sometimes it’s just me and my 
husband. Total madness.

It’s amazing you’re going on this 
vacation.

Aviv: I still haven’t absorbed the 
fact that I’m here.

What’s it like being a guidance 
counselor?

Aviv: It’s very interesting and very 
complex work, but I have somewhat am-
bivalent feelings about the job and its 
place in the education system. I worked 
at a tough school in Eilat, a very poor 
socioeconomic situation, so the cases 
were hard, and sometimes the answers 
you need to give them are not the ones 
you want to give. There’s a dissonance 
between what you need to say and what 
you want to say, and what you’re not 
allowed [to say]. It was so hard for me 
that I said that if I return to that realm, 
it won’t be to the same job. But today, 
when I see things by zooming out, my 
mind goes to other places. To learning 
and doing other things. Maybe in the 
therapeutic field. But not now. When 
the children grow up.

Are you afraid to send the children 
to the school system?

Aviv: I live in Eilat, which means 
that I know almost everyone, and – 
it’s not so nice to say – I check very 
carefully where my children are go-
ing and who they’ll be with. If I’m not 
comfortable with it, I’ll use the con-
nections that are needed, and they 
won’t be there. Parents need to be at-
tentive to children, to sense them, the 
changes they undergo. That’s the most 
important thing.
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by the army. Mohammed, one of 
his older brothers, saw a picture on 
Facebook of the teenager being car-
ried by soldiers.

Khalil, the father: “Let’s say he 
threw stones. They shoot rubber 
at him and then live fire and after-
ward that inhuman jostling by the 
soldiers? They should have sum-
moned an ambulance and not taken 
him in that brutal way. Where is the 
humanity? He lost blood, his blood 
[hemoglobin level] was 7.8. Why did 
they hold him for 40 minutes? I am a 
security person and I know: It’s not 
only the soldier who is responsible 
for this behavior. So are the prime 
minister and the chief of staff and 
the commanders. A soldier doesn’t 
behave like that on his own. It’s all 
according to the directives – and the 
directives are to kill.”

The IDF Spokesperson’s Unit 
stated this week in reply to a query 
from Haaretz: “During violent dis-
turbances on August 9, 2022, a num-
ber of suspects [threw] firecrack-
ers and stones at IDF soldiers, who 
responded with crowd dispersal 
means and with Ruger rifle fire. In 
the wake of a report regarding the 
death of Momen Jaber, during the 
disturbances, a Military Police in-
vestigation was launched to clarify 
the circumstances of the incident.

“As part of the investigation, the 
family of Mustafa al-Hasis, who 
took part in the disturbances, was 
to be contacted so his testimony 
about the incident could be taken. 
At the end of the investigation, the 
findings will be passed on to the 
military advocate general’s unit 
for further examination. Contrary 
to what has been claimed, Hasis 
received a medical response in the 
field from the force at the site. Fol-
lowing preliminary treatment, he 
was transferred to the care of the 
Red Crescent.”

While we were still sitting in 
their home, the family indeed re-
ceived a phone call: The person on 
the line introduced himself as a rep-
resentative of the Military Police 
Criminal Investigation Division. He 
said he knew that Mustafa was hos-
pitalized and asked for details about 
what happened. Khalil told him he 
would get back to him.

The demonstration near the 
checkpoint continued at high inten-
sity after Mustafa was evacuated. 
About an hour after soldiers shot 
and wounded him, troops killed 
another youth in the same place. 
Momen Jaber was 15 at his death. 
An IDF bullet had slammed into his 
chest. He was taken to a hospital in 
Hebron and was pronounced dead.
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Thomas Weber

O
n May 28, 2016, Vladimir 
Putin seated himself on the 
throne of the Byzantine em-
perors inside Protaton, the 
oldest and holiest church on 

Mount Athos, the Holy Mountain of the 
Orthodox churches, in northeastern 
Greece. That day Putin laid out his vi-
sion for recreating the ancient split of 
the Roman Empire into east and west, 
with Putin himself serving as a new 
Eastern emperor who would unify the 
elements of the Orthodox and Russian 
world and fight the decadence and 
nihilism of the West. “Today,” Putin 
told the world, “we restore the values 
of patriotism, historical memory and 
traditional culture.”

It should be no surprise that six years 
after Vladimir Putin’s speech, his vi-
sion of imperial restoration has turned 
to violence, as Russian artillery pulver-
izes centuries-old Ukrainian cities and 
slaughters Ukrainians without religious 
distinction. In fact, the seeds of that vi-

sion had been sown long before the Rus-
sian president’s journey to the “Holy 
Mountain.” And the DNA of those seeds 
made it likely that his vision would lead 
him not just to the Byzantine throne of 
Mount Athos but to war. For his vision 
could only have been implemented 
peacefully if the people of his would-be 
eastern empire had found Putin’s ideas 
for their future irresistible.

Putin’s choice of Mount Athos was 
symbolically significant. The Holy 
Mountain is special: It is a self-govern-
ing, monastic republic. Women – even 
female animals – are banned. So too are 
those who have been classified as her-
etics or schismatics. It is in Greece, and 
thus within NATO territory, but within 
its boundaries Greek law does not ap-
ply. More important, however, Putin 

had chosen to lay out his personal role in 
history from a place that had once been 
a symbol of the unity of Eastern Chris-
tendom, and that lies, significantly, 
outside of Russia. In his speech, Putin 
left no doubt that his was an expansion-
ist vision, aimed at resurrecting Holy 
Russia – the eternal czardom of God in 
Heaven and on Earth – and of simulta-
neously rebuilding a Russian and Or-
thodox world while destroying Western 
ideas of liberty.

For those wedded to the idea that 
NATO’s behavior is the root cause of 
the current war, all this is of course 
irrelevant. Putin did not have specific 
strategic goals in mind, we are told, 
when he gave speeches like that he 
delivered on Mount Athos. For schol-
ars like American political scientist 
John Mearsheimer, Putin is no differ-
ent from any other leader of the past or 
present. For Mearsheimer, all leaders 
are out simply to maximize the power 
of their country. His is a lens that fil-
ters out the world of ideas that lead-
ers subscribe to and that motivate and 
sustain their actions.

The dismissal of the idea that Pu-
tin’s vision for the Russian world – as 
expressed on Mount Athos as well as 
in earlier speeches – would almost in-
evitably lead to war is based on a misap-
prehension of the motivating power of 
ideas in international politics as well as 
their logical development. In the case 
of the war in Ukraine, this applies to the 
beliefs of both Putin and of those whom 
the Russian leader tried to woo with his 
vision of a new Eastern world. For it was 
the clash between Putin’s vision for the 
future and, crucially, that of the peoples 
inhabiting Russia’s orbit, rather than 
with NATO’s post-1990s vision for the 
future of Eastern Europe, that paved 
the path to war. It is the way that the 
populations living in Russia’s neighbor-
hood have responded to Putin’s Mount 
Athos speech and to earlier addresses, 
that holds the key to understanding why 
Russia is at war.

The belief that, as Mearsheimer has 
put it, “the United States is principally 
responsible for causing the Ukraine 
crisis” is based on a highly question-
able counterfactual. Had NATO not 
moved into Russia’s backyard in the 
1990s and not promised, in Bucharest 
in 2008, that one day, Ukraine would 
be able to join the organization, so goes 
the counterfactual, Vladimir Putin 
would not have invaded Ukraine, not 
in 2014 and not in 2022. He would not 
have needed to do so, as his sphere of 
influence would have remained intact. 
This argument is seductive, but wrong. 

In fact, what emerges from Putin’s 
evolving world of ideas and their logic 
is that NATO-centered explanations 
are exactly the wrong counterfactual 
to explain why Ukraine is at the receiv-
ing end of a war of aggression. We need 
to look at a different counterfactual.

This becomes clear only if Putin’s 
world of ideas is taken seriously. As 
emerges from intriguing research by 
two Dutch researchers – Niels Drost 
and Beatrice de Graaf – the quasi-mil-
lennialist vision of Vladimir Putin for 
the future of the Russian world has been 
a long time in coming. It is based both 
on how he understands history and on 
how he sees his own role in a centuries-
old historical process. It is also a vision 
aimed at the entire world of Eastern 
Christendom rather than merely at the 
Russian part of it, playing on popular, 
ancient bonds of loyalty and belong-
ing to try and woo would-be allies into 
Russia’s orbit. It is a vision expressed 
in language and actions full of religious 
connotations, in which Putin models 
himself after Peter the Great and Czar 
Alexander I. If we take seriously Putin’s 
understanding of the Russian past and 
his vision for the future, then one thing 

becomes clear from his expressed de-
sire to re-establish Holy Russia: His is a 
vision that motivates and progressively 
radicalizes his action. It is a vision that 
points toward war.

The logic of Putin’s emerging and 
evolving ideas was always that he would 
want to recreate Holy Russia, as well as 
a Russian world in that image, through 
seduction if possible, but if necessary, 
through brute force. Once Putin’s song 
of seduction had failed to entice the peo-
ples in Russia’s orbit, a brutal and bloody 
game of thrones, Russian-style, was the 
only option left to him. In other words, 
taking Putin’s world of ideas and its de-
velopmental logic seriously (in inspiring 
and driving his actions) means realizing 
that the real counterfactual we should 
consider relates to the behavior of the 
peoples of Eastern Europe, rather than 
that of NATO’s member states. Had the 
former felt the pull of Putin’s vision, the 
likelihood of his embarking on a series 
of wars, foreign incursions, meddling 
and assassinations would have been mi-
nuscule.

Once Putin had failed in his attempt 
to court the populations of his would-
be new Rome, it wasn’t inevitable that 

he would opt for a full-blown invasion 
of Ukraine in February 2022. Yet the 
developmental logic of Putin’s world 
of ideas, once it came into contact with 
unwilling populations living in the 
former Soviet world, was this: It was 
clear that he would use force, but it re-
mained unclear just where and how he 
would deploy it.

It is here that NATO’s actions are in-
deed relevant. The Western alliance has 
always had the power to influence how 
Putin chose to deploy force, although 
not (or not directly) on his decision to do 
so. This is still the case. NATO member 
states do have the means, moral as well 
as military, to support the peoples of 
Russia’s neighborhood who have failed 
to find Putin’s Mount Athos vision ir-
resistible. Doing so is not just a moral 
imperative, it will also function as a 
powerful incentive for other would-be 
autocrats around the world to forgo their 
own game of thrones and to leave their 
neighborhoods in peace.

Thomas Weber is professor of history and 
international affairs at the University of 
Aberdeen, and a visiting fellow of the Hoover 
Institution at Stanford University. 

Putin’s vision from the mountaintop
A speech by the Russian leader in a Greek monastery in 2016 holds the key to explaining why Russia is at war today

Once Putin’s song of 
seduction to create an 
empire irresistible to the 
peoples of the Russian 
orbit had failed, a brutal and 
bloody game of thrones, 
Russian-style, was the only 
option left to him. 

“Today,” Putin told the world at the Protaton church in 2016, “we restore the values of patriotism, historical memory and 
traditional culture.” Alexandros Avramidis / Pool Photo via AP


