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INTRODUCTION:
1900 TO 2000 AND BEYOND:

TAKING NATIONALISM FOR GRANTED?

Michael Berkowitz
University College London

I would like to reflect on the event that serves as the touchstone for
this volume-the Fourth World Zionist Congress, held in London,
August 1900-and then address, in rat her broad strokes, the explo­
rations of nationalism, Zionism, and ethnic mobilization of modern
J ewry that follow. I These essays, most of which began as present a­
tions at a conference of the Institute of J ewish Studies at University
College London (J une 2000), do not simply represent an exercise in
appreciation of the London Co ngress. They are neith er justifications
of Zionism, nor are they deliberately posed to debunk mythological
supports for the movement in its past or cur rent incarnations. Of
course, it would be naive to claim that academics are beyond poli­
tics, and that scholarly orientations are immune to political consid­
orations." Wh atever the merits of the work of, and debates about,
Israel's "new historians," these essays are not intended to directly
enjoin the controve rsies over the birth of the Palestinian refugee
problem, Zioni st political initiatives with Arab and Western govern­
ment s, the military might of Israel relative to Arab states in the 1940s
and beyond, and Zionist population strategies vis-a-vis the Arabs.'

I Th e most compre hensive and aut hor itative trea tmen t of the subject is J onath an
Frankel, Prophecy and Politics: Socialism, Nationalism, and 711e Russian J ews, 1862-1 917
(Cambridge: Cambridge Un iversity Press, 198 1).

1 See Benn y Morr is, 1948 and lifter: Israel and the Palestinians (Oxford: Clarendo n
Press, 1990); among the seminal works are Morris, TI e Birth qf the Palestine RifUgee
Problem, 1947-1 949 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Morris, Righteous
Victims: A History if the Zionist-Arab Corflict, 1881-1991 (New York: Knopf, 1999);
Avi Shlaim, Collusion Across the J ordan (Oxford: Oxford Un iversity Press, 1988); cf
Anita Shapira, "T he Past is Not Another Co untry," in TI e New Republic, November
29, 1999; Ephraim Karsch, Fabricating Israeli History (London: Fran k Cass, 1997).

1 See the special issue of History and Memory 7, I (1995); the essay by Derek
Penslar, " Israeli History Revisited" is one of the most judicious treatments of the
controversy.



2 MICHAE L BERKOWITZ

Rath er, this volume stems from a common interest in probing, through
established academic disciplin es, and notably, a collective interdisci­
plin ary endeavor, diverse processes and aspects of Jewish national­
ism of which Zionism comprised a prominent alternative beginning
in the late nin eteenth century. Wh at marks this book is attenti on to
ar eas that have been undervalu ed in examining J ews and national­
ism- such as art, mu sic, cultura l anthropology, mass media, litera­
ture, and political symbolism- which often are given short shrift
in relation to politics and ideology. Far from ignoring politics and
ideology, however , I believe we can gain a more enr iched under­
standing of how such politi cs and ideologies came to be and how
they function.'

We shall begin our investigati ons, however , with a glimpse of the
Zionist Congress from a century ago to illustrate some of the prob­
lem s to be considered. On the Sunday afternoon prior to the official
opening, a garden party was held in the Royal Botani c Gardens in
Regents Park. An orchestra l conce rt was par t of the festivities, fea­
turing J ewish-related selections. Afterwards, it was reported in the
J ewish Chronicle that "A body of foreign Zioni sts set up a voca l con­
cert of their own by singing a number of Palestinian songs to weird
tunes, and they were honoured by having Dr. H erzl as a listener .">
Alth ough the J ewish Chronicle corr esponde nt found the improvised
concert bizarre, especially juxtap osed to the genteel offering of the
event's sponsors, the singing probably fascinated Theodor Herzl more
than the stalwarts of the J ewish Chronicle could have imagined . After
all, H erzl was willing to undergo great pain s in orde r to sanction
an official hymn of the movement, which never materialized-due
to the overwhelming popul arity of the pre-existing ode , Hatikvah.6 In
a word, he and his colleague M ax No rda u had hop ed to displace
Hatikoah du e to the seediness of its author, Na phtali H erz Imber ,

~ Gid eon Shimoni, The Zionist Ideology (Hanover, New Hampshire: Brandeis
University Press of the University Press of New England, 1995); David Vital, The
Origins qf Zionism (O xford: Clarendon Press, 1975); Vital, Zionism: The Crucial Phase
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987); Vital, Zionism: 77/£ Fonnative rears (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1982).

j "T he Fourth Zionist Co ngress- Enthusiastic Gatherings," in J ewish Chronicle,
August 17, 1900, p. ii.

" Michael Berkowitz, Zionist Culture and West European J ewry btfore the First World
War (Cambridge: Camb ridge University Press, 1993), pp. 22-3.
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who was not in line with the respectable image the movement aspired
to project."

Held in London from August 11 to 16, 1900, the Fourth Zionist
Congress was neither th e greatest nor the least significant interna­
tional convocation of Theodor H erzl's movement before the First
World War, or prior to the advent of the modern State of Israel.
David Vital, an authoritative guide through Zionism's early decades,
dismisses the event in less than two pages in his study." It has not
merited much attention in other secondary literature, even on the
history of Zionism in England. Perhaps it is more important for what
it was not, as opposed to what it was: unlike th e preceding three
Congresses, and most of the rest to follow, it was not in Basel-the
Swiss city that would accrue is own Zionist mythology. Of even
greater significance for the next two Zionist Congresses were their
quarrels, for which they especially would be remembered. In 1901,
passions were ignited over the issue of support for the Hebrew-ori­
en tcd cultur al dimension of the movement-which prompted a dra­
matic walk-out by the "De mocratic Faction" of Martin Buber , Chaim
Weizmann, Leo Motzkin, E.M. Lilien , and others." The more famous
row in 1903 took place over th e issuc of investigating the British
offer of a tract of land in East Africa, known as the Uganda Plan .'?
Nothing of this kind happened in London in 1900. But do es the
fact that nothing happened mean that it was failure, or insignificant?

Stuart Cohen has written that despite heightened attempts at pub­
licity during the Congress, membership did not rise to more than
four and a half percent of Anglo-jewry in its wake." As opposed to
focusing on the number of Zionists, however , it is crucial to recog­
nize that one cannot completely disentangle the kind of public that
Zionism was trying to create and nurture, and the means by which

7 Louis Lipsky, A Gallery qf Zionist Profiles (New York : f arrar , Straus and Cudahy,
1956), pp . 133-6.

S David Vital , Zionism: the Formative Years, pp . 137-8, 218.
" Gilya Gerda Schmidt, Martin Buber's Formative Years: From German Culture toJ ewish

Renewal, 1897-1901 (T uscaloosa: Univer sity of Alab ama Press, 1995); J ehudah
Rcinh arz, Chaim Weizmann: The Making cfa Zionist Leader(New York: Oxford University
Press, 1985), pp . 62-4; 65-91.

I II Michael Heym ann , ed. , the Uganda Controversy, I (Jerusalem : Israel Universities
Press, 1970); II (J erusalem: Ha -Sifriyah ha-Zionit , 1977); David Vital, Zionism: TIle
Formative Years, pp . 267- 347 .

II Stuart Coh en , English Zionists and British J ews: TIle Communal Politics ofAnglo­
J ewry, 1895-1920 (Princeton: Prin ceton University Press, 1982), pp . 33, 56.
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it attempted to do so. Zioni sm had, after all, "generated enormous
publ ic inte rest.? "" All of this becam e part of the core mythology of
J ewish state-building, and to a grea ter extent, national self-conscious­
ness on the part of J ewry.

I propose, then , that the London Zionist Congress of 1900 was
neverthel ess an important gathering - because it was for the most
part taken for gra nted in the life of fin-de-siecle J ewry. Nationalism,
Michael Billig has argued, may appear tam e or even ban al, but this
guise does not mean that it is devoid of power. 13 The summer of
1900 was a heady, exciting, and also deeply un settling time for J ews:
the Dreyfus Affair was still simme ring, Romanian Jewry seemed to
be facing the most dire threat in its already embattled history, and
a blood libel trial was ongoing in Polna .!' British J ewry was obsessed
with showing that J ews were doing their part and more in the Boer
War, partially in order to deflect the criticism of ].A. Hobson and
others that J ews were profit eering from an outmoded assertion of
imperialism." But at the same time, London J ews in the heat of
anglicization were thrilled by the visit of Morris Rosenfeld, the Yiddish
"Ghetto Poet," and took grea t pr ide that a strain of J ewish nation­
alism was conveyed through the exhibitions of the "Russo-j ewish
sculptors at the Paris Exhib ition."!" The fact that an international
meeting of over four hundred nationalist-minded J ews, mostly from
abroad, could gather in a world capital, and hold a mass meeting
att ended by enrapture d thousands before its official opening, was
remarkable for being unremarkable. It demonstrated, beyond any
shadow of a doubt, no matt er how paltry the rolls of shekel-paying
Zionists in the West that the movement was alive and underway,
however plodding. Even before the Congress, one commenta tor pre­
sciently argue d that the "prese ntation of the continuity of the work,
this manifestation of already existing common interest will be the
mission of the Fourth Congress"-for which the expec tations were

11 David Cesara ni, The 'Jewish Chronicle' and Anglo-jewry, 1841-1991 (Cambridge:
Ca mbridge University Press, 1994), p. 87.

I! Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995).
14 For the visual aspects of these episodes, see Sander Gilman, Frane Kajka: TIle

j ewish Patient (New York: Routledge, 1995).
1-, T he most recent work on Hobson does not address this; see PJ. Ca in, Hobson

and Imperialism: Radicalism, New Liberalism and Finance 1887-1 938 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002).

I" ]ewish Chronicle, June 29, 1900, pp . 13-1 4.



INTRODUCTION 5

generally rather low.'? It could, in any event, be counted on to attract
a core of devotees to pursue their aims, however much they tended
not to agree about how precisely this was to be done, and for thou­
sands more to offer a phenomenal display of enthusiasm that would
never be replicated in the Jewish world outside the framework of
the early Zionist Congresses. The point I wish to stress is that Jewry
was well in the throes of nationalization, not only of the Zionist
variety, and such processes would continue to evolve to the present
day. Whereas before the First Basel Congress of 1897, an attempt
to nationalize European and world Jewry was a strange, laughable,
or threatening proposition, there was something of a sea-change by
1900. This is not to say that all or most Jews became Zionists or
Zionist-friendly-but that they tended to take the nationalization of
Jewry as more or less natural. This it was not.

The process of nationalism takes thought-not a great deal, as
nationalism as an ideology per se is neither challenging nor complex.
Part of its impact derives from its near invisibility;" founding-myths
of national movements usually stress an organic continuity with the
past. But the launching and sustaining of nationalism, no matter how
simple or superficial, takes effort. Nationalist movements are not nat­
ural, they are not born; they are created by men and women and
even children. We will look at how nationalism and ethnic mobi­
lization happened, and how it has worked in practice for the Jews­
and at times been fiercely criticized and resisted . It is hoped that
this discussion will be suggestive for exploring how religious identi­
ties become secularized and nationalized, and to interrogate the inter­
play between identity formation and ethnic politics . The tenor of a
wealth of scholarship, after all, has stressed the extent to which mod­
ern identities are negotiated between various shades and alternatives,
rather than emerging as an ali-or-nothing proposition.'?

It can be argued that Zionism's accomplishments fell well short
of its goals, and that even the aspirations of the movement were
drastically curtailed while it was in its infancy. 20 Yet the very endeavor
of Herzl and his cohort invites us to revisit the scene of Zionism's

17 Dr. (?) Werner, Jewish Chronicle, August 10, 1900, p. 9.
IS Michael Billig.
19 Leslie Adelson, Making Bodies, Making History: Feminism andGerman Identuy (Lincoln:

University of Nebraska Press, 1993).
20 See David Vital, TIle Origins qf Zionism and Zionism: Ike Formative Years.
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emergence, as we seek to explore both the imagination of, and the
mass mobiliz ation of J ewry. Despite the fact that Political Zioni sm
would begin, and for decad es, remain marginal within the existing
J ewish organizational realm , it quickly becam e a leading example of
effective ethnic-national mobilization.

In these respects the First Zioni st Congress in Basel in 1897, and
succeeding Congresses represented the apotheosis of J ewish national
hop e, and the preemin ent eclipse of J ewish cynicism and self-doubt
in modern times. Aided by its aura of grandeur and premature claims
of monument al achievement, it concretized the notion that a J ewish
national ent ity, on par with oth er modern nations, was in the process
of coming into being. Moreover, the architects of the Congress
endowed it with something akin to a messianic fervor that was woven
into its mod erate political temperament. However much it was out
of step with the prevailing currents of J ewish life in the fin-de-siecle,
the Congress elicited an outpouring of pride in a new "nationa l"
J ewishnes s, and was expe rienced by its faithful as an unabashedly
joyous historical moment .

T he chapters that follow seek to shed light on Zionism as well as
on efforts at anima ting J ewry in nationalized modes of oth er stripes.
Aviel Ro shwald has written against the grain of mainstream diplo­
matic and political history by incorporating a keen understanding of
underlying cultural issues in political developments." H e brings these
insight s to a novel and necessarily complex discussion of national­
ism and modern J ewry in chapter one, seeking to navigate the theo­
retical terrain as mapped by Ernst Gellner , Anthony Smith , Benedict
And erson, and others. He forcefully argues tha t as opposed to being
viewed as exceptional, J ewish nationalism should be fundam ent ally
incorporated into gene ral considerations of nationalism. In the sec­
ond chapter, Philip Bohlman, an ethnomusicologist whose work has
uncovered past and curre nt manifestations of 'jewish music,'? " ana-

;\ Aviel Roshwald , Estranged Bedfelloios: Britain and France in the Middle East During
the Second World War (New York: O xford Un iversity Press, 1990); Ro shwald and
Richard St ites, European Culture in the Great War: TI e Arts, Entertainment and Propaganda,
19l 4-l9/8 (New York and Cambridge : Camb ridge University Press, 1999).

n Philip Bohlm an , "TI e Land Ivnere Two Streams Flow": Music in the German-Jewish
community qf Israel (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989); Bohlman, TIe World
Centre for Jewish Music in Palestine, / 936-1940: J ewish Musical Lift on the Eve qf World
War II (O xford: Clare ndo n Press and New York : O xford University Press, 1992);
Bohlm an, TIe Stud] ofFolk Music in the Modern World (Bloomington: Indian a U niversity
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Iyzes how J e"vish-nati on al folk mu sic ca me int o existence , and th e
difficulti es inherent in creating "Hebrew song."

Derek Pen slar is author of one of the most trenchant ana lyses of
how Zioni sm function ed on the gro und in Palestine in the nin eteenth
and ea rly twentieth centuries, and more recently, a study of German­
J ewish identity th rou gh the lens of economic history.P Using (as well
as cri ticizing) the mu shrooming theoretical literature on media, in
the third chap ter he delves into a virtually untouched subject in the
history of Zionism and Israel- the use of the medium of radio.
Incorporating sights, sounds, and memories, Barbara Mann, a scholar
of Yiddish and H ebrew litera ture" brings us to a spec ific location
in Palestine and Israel, in an alyzing how layers of histori cal con­
sciousne ss have op erated in a central thoroughfare in Tel Aviv,
Rothschild Boulevard .

"T he street" about which Nachman Ben Yehudah writes," as a
cultural anthropologist examining the clash between ultr a-orthodox
and secular J ews in Israel of the 1980s and 1990s, is a scene of
explicit conflict. Ben Yehudah draws into our discussion a small but
notabl e minority within the J ewish fold-the Haredim, who all too
often are ignored or obscure d in discussions of J ev.rish nation alism.
H e is particularly concerned with violence perpetrat ed in th e name
of theocracy in Israel, as well as the polemics surrounding such acts.
J am es Renton also offers a thick description of Zionist politics mainly
in the realm of diplomacy, in th e sixth chapter. H e deals with enmity
and bitt erness in the Zioni st fold, showing how it has influen ced the
writing of Zionism 's history. H ere he explores th e fervent embrace
of "science" as embodied in the W eizmann legend, as well as the
avers ion to cleri cali sm as manifested in th e tr eatment of Moses
Gaster's critica l involvem ent in th e movement. J oshua Sha nes, in

Press, 1988); Bohlman and Kath erine Bergeron, cds., Disciplining Music: Musicology
and its Canons (C hicago: U niversity of C hicago Press, 1992); Boh lman an d Bruno
Nettl, Comparative Musicology andAnthropology qfMusic: Essays on the History qf Ethnomusuology
(C hicago: U niversity of C hicago Press, 1991).

1:1 Der ek Pen sla r, ;::ionism and Technocracy: The Engineering if J ewish Settlement in
Palestine, 1870- 1918 (Bloomington and Indian ap olis: Indiana Univ ersity Press, 1991).

t " Barb ara M ann , "Modern ism and the Zi oni st U nca nny: Readi ng th e Old
Cem etery in T el Aviv," Representations 69 (Winter 2000).

t', Nahma n Ben Yehudah , Political Assassinations by J ews: A Rhetorical DeviceforJustice
(Albany: State University of New Yor k Press, 1993); Ben Yeh uda, The Masada My th:
Collective Memory and Xlythmaking in Israel (M adison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1995),
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chapter seven, also delves into a J ewish world that might be described
as hurly-burly. H is lively depiction of J ewish-national politics in
Galicia, in the wake of the promise in 1905 to support universal
manhood suffrage in the Habsburg Empire, captures the street -level
passion and intensity that often eludes scholarly treatments of Jewish
politics and electoral politics generally.

Michael Lowy is author or editor of some twenty books, cover­
ing nationalism, intern ationalism, and romanticism from Europe to
Latin America ." Given the increasing attention on Walter Benjamin,
Lowy's seminal work on Libertarine Socialism-including Benjamin,
Gershom Scholem, Martin Buber , and Gu stav Lan dauer-r-was in
many respects ahead of its time. " In chapter eight he focuses on
Bernard Lazare, who remains one of the more enigmatic figures
associated with Zionism. Lazare is best remembered for his defense
of Dreyfus; but Lowy demonstrates that he also had keen- even
prophetic-insight into the plight of the Armenian minority in the
Ottoman Empire. Lazare was scornful of Herzl 's Zionism not only
due to its bourgeois orientation, but also because of its apparent will­
ingn ess to use oth er ethnic-na tional groups in an instrumental way
in order to attain Zionism's goal of a cha rter for J ewish settlement
in Palestine." John Efron , the leading historian of medicine and the
J ews,29 also focuses on an individual who supported, yet also strug­
gled with Zionism. Efron's treatment of Arnold Zweig in chapter
nin e shows how the 'medicalizatiori ' of J ewry around the turn of the
century coincided with Zionist critiques of the physiological an d
psychological states of the J ew from various medical and political
perspectives.

1" Most recently, Michael Loewy, Fatherland or Mother Earth? Essays on the National
Question (London and Sterling, Va.: Pluto Press with the International Institute for
Research and Educat ion, 1998).

17 Michael Loewy, Redemption and Utopia:J ewish Libertarian Thought in Central Europe:
A Study in Elective Affinity , trans. Hope Heaney (Stanford: Stanford Un iversity Press,
1992).

2H In the wealth of scholarship on Herzl, one of the few to recognize the fact
that Herzl used his journ alism in order to win over the Sultan of T urkey, by dis­
torting the persecution of Armenians, is Edward Timms; see T imms, "T he Literary
Editor of the 'Neue Freie Pressc'," in Theodor Herd , Visional)' if the J ewish State, cds.
Gideo n Shimoni and Robert S. Wistrich (Je rusa lem: Magncs Press and New York:
Herzl Press, 1999), pp . 52-67.

"" J ohn Efron, Medicine and the German J ews: A History (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 200 I) and Efron , Defenders if the Race: ]ewish Doctors and Race Science in Fin -de­
Siecle Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994).
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Delphine Bechtel, a Yiddishist and translator" ana lyzes a group
of Ru ssian J ewish intellectuals through the medium of Yiddish polemics
and literature in chapter ten . Examination of such cohorts, or "loose
fields" in the terms of Pierre Bourdieu." are crucial for understanding
how nationalist movem ents worked among the immigrant masses in
Am erica and Brit ain , as well as East European J ews in Central
Europe, and T sarist and Soviet Russia . She explores the often sur ­
pri sing ways Russian J ewish intellectuals envisioned the reconstru c­
tion and nurturing of diapsora culture. In chapter eleven Francois
Gu esnet, a social and cultural historian of nineteenth century Poland,"
examines the transformation of Chanukah celebra tions in their broad
social contexts. Alth ough numerous scholars have mention ed how
Zioni sts such as Martin Buber wished to transform Cha nukah from
a religious to a national holdiay," Guesnet is the first to investigat e
how it actually worked out in Eastern and Central Europe.

The Bezalel Institute was also responsible for promulgatin g a
Zioni st-kind of Chanukah , as Chanukiot- known in English as 'meno­
rah s'-were among its better-recogniz ed trinkets. Inka Bertz , one of
the pion eers of research into nati on alism, art, and popular culture
amo ng Central European Jews ,3~ discusses the inception and life of
the institution in chapter twelve. She argu es that the disagree me nts
over the Bezalel revealed and exacerbated conflicting visions con­
cern ing aesthetics and their relationship to state-building in the Yishuv.
The Bezalel , Bertz asserts, was a micro cosm of the kind s of rifts that
were prevalent in a host of Zionist enterp rises as the protagoni sts
on each side styled them selves as embodying an 'essential' strain of
J ewish nation alism that could not be compromised. Richard Freund,

:<0 Delphin e Bechtel, Der Nister's 1V00k, 1907-1929 (Berne and New Yar k: Peter
Lang, 1990).

:ll Pierre Bourdi eu , " Intellectua l Field and Creat ive Project ," in Social Science
Information 8 (1969): 89 - 119.

32 Francois Gucsnet, PolnischeJ uden im 19. Jahrhundert: Lebensbediugungen, Rechtsnormen
und Organisation im lVandel (Cologne: Bohlau , 1998).

J:l Mau rice Friedm an, Martin Buber's Life and lVork: The Early Years 1878-1923
(New York: E.P. Du tton, 1981), pp. 44, 204- 5.

:H See the catalogue "Eine Neue Kunst JUr ein altes Volk": die jiidische Renaissance in
Berlin 1900 bis 1924, Konzeption und Te xt, Inka Bertz (Berlin: Museurnspadagogischer
Dienst: J iidisches Museum [Abteilung des Berlin Mu seums], 1991) and Bertz, 'Jewish
Renaissance-Jewish Modern ism," in Berlin Metropolis: J ews and the New Culture,
/890- 1918, ed. Emily D. Bilski (Berkeley: University of Californ ia Press; New York:

J ewish Museum, under the auspices of the J ewish T heological Seminary of America,
1999), pp. 164- 187.
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a scholar of both rabbinics and archaeology," illuminates the func­
tion of the Star of David and menorah in ancient and modern
Judaism in chapter thirteen. The version of the menorah chosen to
represent the State of Israel, modeled from the relief in the Arch of
Titus, and the 'Star of David,' extend far back into Jewish history.
Although both seem simple, they have trem endously complicated
legaci es, for which authoritative interpretations are only now begin­
ning to eme rge.

To borrow a phrase from a book of Michael Lowy, who bor­
rowed it from Goethe, these essays may be seen as evincing "elec­
tive affinities.t'" This notion was first used by Goethe in his romance,
Die Wahloenoandschcften (1808), describing the 'elective affinities' of a
married couple for two oth er persons. These Wahloenoandschcften are ,
of course, different from Bluteroenoandsdioften-r-cuzcsivc as opposed to
blood relations. These scholars have decided to appear together in
this forum as a range of voices speaking on the nexus between mod­
ern Jewry and nationalism. From choices of approaches and sources,
and even their very diversity of perspectives and evidence, the con­
tributions cohere and interrelate , in hopes that they spur further
scrutiny of the processes of ethnic mobilization.

3', Richard Freund, Understanding Jewish Ethics (San Fran cisco: Mellen, 1990); Freund
and Rami Arav , eds., Bethsaida: A Cit» by the North Shore ofthe Sea ofGalilee, vol. I
(Kirksville, Missouri : Thomas jefferson State University Press, 1997), vol. 2 (Kirksville,
Missouri : Truman State University Press, 1999).

31> Michael Loewy , Redemption and Utopia.



JEWISH IDENTITY AND THE PARADOX O F
NATIONALISM

Aviel Roshwald
Georgetown University

One of the persistent impedim ent s to the development of J ewish
Studies as a field is its marginalization by the academic disciplines
on whose methodologies and literatures it is itself dependent. Nowhere
is this more apparent than in the study of J ewish nationalism. As
Mitchell Cohen has point ed out, the great majority of theoretical
and comparative studies of nationalism either disregard the topic of
J ewish identity altogether or make offhand and frequ ently mislead­
ing references to it as an illustration of some broader point or as
an awkward exception to a rule. I T his in turn makes it difficult for
scholars ofJ ewish identity to make effective use of many of the exist­
ing developmental and typological paradigms of national identity. In
this introdu ctory chapter, I would like to address this disconn ection
by suggesting some ways in which the very tension between certain
accepted notions about na tionalism and the idiosyncra tic character­
istics of the J ewish case can be turned to productive use.

One of the least questioned assertions of the theoretical literature
on nationalism is that nationalism is a strictly modern phenomenon .i

I Mitchell Cohen, "A Preface to the Study of J ewish Na tionalism," Jewish Social
Studies, TIe New Series, Vol. I, no. I (1994), 73-93.

, Benedict And erson, Imagined Communities (rev. ed., London and New York: Verso,
1991; 1983). For other works that explore nationa lism as an aspect or function of
socio-economic , cultural, and political moderni ty, see Karl Deut sch , Nationalism and
Social Communication. An Inquiry into the Foundations qf Nationality (Cambridge, Mass.:
The M.LT. Press, 1966); Ernest Ge llner , Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Co rne ll
University Press, 1983); Eric Hobsbawm , Nations andNationalism since 1780: Programme,
My th, Reality (Cambridge: Ca mbridge University Press, 1990); Eric Hobsbawm and
Terence Ran ger , eds., TIe Invention qf Tradition (Cambridge: Ca mbri dge University
Press, 1983); Mi roslav Hroch , Social Preconditions qf National Revival in Europe: A
Comparative Analysis qf the Social Composition ofPatriotic Groups among the Smaller European
Nations (New York: Cambridge Un iversity Press, 1985); J ohn Breu illy, Nationalism
and the State (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1982). Anth ony Smith has
explored the pre-modern roots of modern nationa lism as well as the role of ethno -
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T he history ofJ ewish identity raises serious qu estions about the valid­
ity of narrowly modernist understandings of nationalism. T o be sure ,
Zionism clea rly conforms to the pattern of 19th - and 20th-cenutry
movements that have utilized modern techniques of mass mobiliza­
tion and modern conceptions of popular sovereignty in their strug­
gle to na tionalize collective identi ties. There certainly was an element
of contrivance , and even artifice, in Zionism's selective ada ptation of
traditional religious images , symbols, and practices in its creation of
a secular, nationalist iconography. Examples of this abound in Michael
Berkowitz's work; for instan ce, the ascription of prophetic qualities
to Theodor Herzl's role an d persona, or the transformation of the
custom of the tzedakah box into the invent ed tradition of the Keren
ha-Kayernct box. "

But recogni tion that Zionism exagge ra ted its links to the past in
order to legitimize its political-modernization project need not lead
us to dismi ss all claims regarding the antiquity of J ewish nat ional
identity as spurious. Ce rtainly cthnicity-r-in the sense of collective
identity based on the notion of commo n ancestry~is the fund a­
ment al basis for the Hebrew Bible's classificat ory schema for human­
ity. The seemingly endless series of "begats" that fill so many pages
of Genesis, and that have brought tears to the eyes of so many
Sunday School students, serve to lay out a genealogical basis for the
division of humanity into multiple peoples, while at the same time
underlining the common ancestry that all human s share . The T ower
of Bab el story associates ethnic divisions with linguistic ones, sug­
gesting th e irreversibility of humanity's ethno-cultural divisions even
as it ruefully acknowledges that such differences are a cardinal source

national ism as a force that bot h reflects the conflict between, and reconciles, the
imp erson al and aliena ting aspects of moderni za tion and defensive, nco-roman tic
reactions agains t it. Anth ony Smith, The Ethnic Origins qfNations (O xford: Blackwell,
1986); idem, Nationalism in the Twentieth Century (New York : New York University
Press, 1979), chapter 7). O n nationalism as a backlash again st the bureaucra tic state,
sec also Isaiah Berlin , "T he Bent Tw ig: On the Rise of Nat ionalism," in idem, The
Crooked Timber ofHumanity (New York: Vintage, 1992), 238- 261. For a recen t cri­
tiqu e of the modern ist in terpretat ion of na tiona lism, see Adrian H astings, The
Construction ofNationhood: Ethnuity, Religion and Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997). Hastings emphasizes the central importance of the Hebrew
Bible's depiction of Israelite nationhood as a model that ea rly modern European
nat ionalisms very consciously drew upon .

3 Michael Berkowitz, Zionist Culture and West European ]ewry before the First World
War (Cambridge: Ca mbridge University Press, 1993).
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of human misunderstanding and conflict. Ethnic identity then serves
as the framework for Biblical conceptualizations of Israelite territo­
rial and political sovereignty. I would accordingly agree with Steven
Crosby's contention that ancient Israelite and Judean identities were
recognizably national in character.'

A variety of objections can be raised to this interpretation. Modern
nationalism is intimately linked to the idea of popular sovereignty,
whereas the Bible's ultimate justification of political authority is theo­
cratic. Most of the means and forms of mass mobilization associated
with contemporary nationalism were non-existent in ancient times­
mass media, universal education, political parties, etc. Indeed, we
have no clear idea whether the conceptions of collective identity and
political legitimacy articulated in the Bible were widely understood
and shared by a broad cross-section of the population or whether
they were limited in their impact to narrow priestly elites or eccen­
tric prophetic circles.

Such objections can be challenged, in turn. Judaism's theocratic
principle legitimized possession of the Land of Israel by the Children
of Israel-not by their kings. While this concept is very different
from modern justifications of national self-determination, it can be
argued that, functionally and psychologically, it does not belong to
such a distant mental universe. Conversely, religious and quasi-reli­
gious themes often play an influential role in latter-day nationalism­
as in the case of Serbian political mythology, so heavily infused with
themes of national martyrdom in the name of religion on the Field
of Kosovo and the eschatological faith in the ultimate redemption
of the Serbian people.' Indeed, the molding influence of biblical
motifs is clearly apparent in Serbian nationalism's narrative of col­
lective suffering and salvation manifested through loss and regaining
of political-territorial sovereignty. The Serbian example happens to
have noxious overtones on account of recent events, but the inter­
twining of religious, eschatological, and nationalist themes is apparent
in a broad variety of other political cultures, including that of American

; Steven Grosby , "Kinship, Territory and the Nation in the Historiography of
Ancient Israel," Zeitschrift Jlir die alttestamentliche Wissenschafi, Vol. 105, no. I (1993),
1-18; idem, "The Chosen People of Ancient Israel: Why Does Nationality Exist and
Survive?" Nations and Nationalism, Vol. 5, no. 3 (1999), 357-380.

" See Tim Judah, The Serbs: History, Myth and the Destruction if Yugoslavia (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1997).
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civic na tionalism, as Conor Cru ise O'Brien and Steven Grosby have
argued ."

If one defines nationa lism as the prop agat ion of a homogeneous
pol itical identity to a territo rially bounded community by mean s of
psychologically and technologica lly adva nced mean s of indoctrin a­
tio n and communicat ion, then, of course , nationalism mu st be a
strictly modern ph enom en on . But there is a tautological elem en t to
this reasoning. In Benedict Anderson's formulat ion , the eme rgence
of print capita lism was a necessary , tho ugh not sufficient, condition
for the genesis of nationalism. Accord ing to this criterion, national­
ism cannot possibly have inform ed the composition of the Hebrew
Bible; ra ther its origins can be traced to the production and mar­
keting of the Gutenberg Bible. But this approach is premi sed upon the
sha rp distinction between religious and nationalist sensibilities that I
questioned earlier. If the J ewish religious tradition is recognized as
containing a nationalist elem ent, then could it no t be argued that
its scripture and liturgy may have served as media for the propa­
ga tion and sha ping of national iden tity among the masses? H earing
the T ora h rea d in public every Sa tur day and mar ket day from early
Second T emple tim es on must have created a sense of simultan eity
of expe rience that was mo re, not less, powerful than the daily ritual
of read ing the newpaper tha t Ande rson refers to as the hallmark of
mo dern imagined comm unities.

I do not mean to redu ce the rich body of bibl ical literature to
nothing more than a series of sanctified prop aganda pamphlets. My
point is no t that the T orah is a book about nat ionalism. It is rather
tha t the J ewish scriptures and liturgy both presuppose and reinforce
a strong sense of nat ional particularism that is inextricab ly int er­
twined with un iversalist themes of ethics and theology. The priests,
scribes, and prophets wh o str uggled to imbue th e Israel ites and
Judean s with faith in th is complex synthesis may have constituted a
narrow elite or even, init ially, a marginalized coter ie. But the same
was true of man y of the intelligen tsias and/or social elites that spear­
head ed nationalist mo vem en ts in East Cen tral Europe, the Middle

,; Conor Cruise O 'Brien , Godland: Reflections on Religion andNationalism (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983); Steven Grosby, "T he Nat ion of the Uni ted
States and the Vision of Ancient Israel," in R. Michener, cd. , Nationality, Patriotism,
and Nationalism (St. Paul: Paragon, 1993).
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East, and elsewhere over the course of the last century or two. By
late Second T empl e times, when widely held Messianic beliefs were
so powerfully political in their impli cations and repercussions, and
when the significance of political autho rity, ter ritorial sovereignty,
and religious belief for the fate of the J ews as a people was so widely
and vehemently contested, it seems clear that J ewish nationhood was
a social and cultural reality.'

Even some of the symbols and images employed in ancient nation­
alist struggles can strike a familiar chord amo ng a modern audience .
Some of the coins minted by the modern state of Israel have bor­
rowed motifs from ancient Judean coins-such as the New Agora
coin bearing the image of a seven-branched palm tree, first used on
coins dating from the Bar Kochba revolt (132- 5 C.E.). This is a
stereotypically 20th-century evocation (or "appropriat ion" ) of the
ancient past in the construc tion of a modern national identity. Yet
a glance at an cient J ewish coins struc k during periods of ind epen­
dence or rebellion between the H asmon ean period and th e Bar
Kochb a revolt (that is, between the 2nd century B.C. E. and the 2nd
C. E.) suggest tha t this very technique may represent a reinvention
of the wheel, so to speak. T he mottoes on these coins, such as the
word "Shim'on" (for Shim'on Bar Kochba) on the eoin tha t served
as the inspiration for the Israeli New Agora, or the Bar Kochba­
coin slogans "For the Freedo m of J erusalem" and "For the Freedom
of Israel," were anachronistically inscrib ed in First T emple-style let­
ters- a script that had not been in commo n usage for centuries.
Although Pho enician and other Middle Eastern coins were also com­
monly inscrib ed in archaic scripts, this stylistic choice could be read
as part of a conscious attempt to lend an aura of Davidic-kingdom
authenticity to latt er-day J ewish regimes and rebel governments.s

7 See Doran Mend els, The Rise and Fall ifJ ewishNationalism (New York: Doubleday,
1992), chapters 7-12. O n the adaptive redefinitions of j ewish ident ity in response
to the encounter with Hellenistic culture, see Erich S. Gru en, Heritage and Hellenism:
TIle Reinvention ifJ ewish Tradition (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Ca lifornia
Press, 1998).

R For possible connections between coinage inscription styles and nationalist themes
in Phoenician city-states of the 4th century B.C.E., see j ohn Wilson Betiyon, TI e
Coinage and Mints if Phoenicia: TI e Pre-Alexandrine Period (C hico, CA: Scholars Press,
1980; Harvard Semitic Xlonographs No . 26), esp. 55-56. On the possible nat ion­
alist significance of the use of ancient Hebrew script on late-Second T emple-era
j ewish coins, see A. Rcifcnberg, Israel's History in Coins: From the Maccabees to the Roman
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Drawin g an ana logy between Judaism 's weekly T orah reading and
Benedict Anderson 's daily newspaper reading calls to mind one of
the fund amental differences between pre-modern and modern con­
ceptions of time and history that Anderson and others have empha­
sized. T or ah reading proceeds in a circle, resuming at Genesis,
Chapter 1 immediately following the conclusion of the last chapter
of Deut eron omy, without fail every year. Today's newspaper head­
lines, by contrast, change from day to day and year to year with­
out ever repeating th em selves. T he prem od erns, it is commonly
argued, had a cyclical view of time or held to a belief in mystical
or theological connec tions between temporally detached events (such
as the destruction of the First and Seco nd T emples on the same day
of the yea r, or-in C hristian theology-the crucifixion of J esus and
its prefiguration in the ncar- sacrifice of Isaac). The moderns, by con­
trast, arc said to have a linear conception of history as a chain of
causes and effects continuing endlessly th rou gh time- a sense of flux
and transience that is compensated for by the belief in the immor­
tality of the nation. "

This is a significant and in man y ways convincing contradistinc­
tion. '" Yet , once again, I contend that it should not be accepted
with out serious reservations. It is precisely in the Judeo-Christian tra­
dition that the linear concep tion of history has its roots. One of the
H ebrew Bible's central the mes is the J ewish people' s movement
togeth er through time toward a common destiny, and the fluctu ation
of their fortunes in accordance with their observance or defian ce of
their Covena nt with God. This theological historicism coexists with
ahistorical eleme nts; they arc not mutually exclusive. By the same
token , modern nationalism is not informed by a purely historicist
mentality. Mystical prefigurations and the cyclical reliving of past

Conquest (London: East and West Library, 1953), 9. On use of the T emple's image
as a symbol ofJ ewish freedom in the Bar Kochb a rebellion , see Martin J essop Price
and Bluma L. Trell, Coins and their Cities: Architecture on the Ancient Coins qf Greece, Rome,
and Palestine (London: Vecchi and Sons and Detroit: \ Vayne State University Press,
1977), 177- 179.

.. Anderson, Imagined Communities, 22- 36. See also Mi rcea Eliade , TIle j\l) ,th ofthe
Eternal Return. Or, Cosmos and HiS/aT)' (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971;
1954).

10 For a br illiant applicat ion of this approach to the history of J ewish historical
sensibility, see Yosef Hayim Yerushalm i, Zakhor: J ewish History and J ewish Memory
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1982).
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events are indispensable components of nationalist mythology and
ritual. The historicism of nationalism often gives way to imagery sug­
gestive of a sudden collapsing of events hundreds of years apart into
a single, transcend ent moment that unifies the nation 's cou ntless gen­
erat ions across time. Annually recurring Independence Day celebra­
tions are an occasion for the reliving-or at least recounting- of a
nation 's primordial act of self-determination. In many European coun­
tries, the anniversary of the armistice ending the First World War
is used to commemorate the nation 's fallen in all wars, somewhat
as Ti sh'ah be-Av marks the destruction , not just of one, but of both,
templ es. Israel 's close juxtap osition of Holocaust Remembrance Day
with Independence Day and the Memorial Day for Israel' s fallen
soldiers is designed to reinforce certain ideological and quasi-theo­
logical beliefs about the connect ion between suffering and redemp­
tion and the contrast between vicitimization in the Diaspora and
self-de termina tion in the ancestral homeland. It does not reflect a
strictly historicist approach to Zionist history. I I

All this is not to suggest that the concept of modernity has no
relevan ce at all for the study of nationalism. Important distinction s
can and should be drawn between pre-modern and modern forms
of nationalism. That said, an overview of the J ewish case suggests
that it may be more productive to explore the impact of modernity
on the ongoing evolution of nationalism and on its global diffusion
as a political-cultural model, than to treat nationalism as purely and
simply coextensive with the modernization process.

The history of J ewish identi ty points to another theme of broad
significance- the role of contra dictions and parad oxes as driving
forces in the development of nationali st ideologies and institutions.
Of course, the notion that nationalism is a J anus-faced ph enomenon
has becom e a cliche. But perh aps it is pre cisely because of this that
writers on the topic often do little more than pay lip service to
nationalism's paradoxes, rath er than analyz ing them as formative fea­
tures. Alternatively, they attempt to impose intellectu al clarity on the
ph enomenon by acknowledging the confli cting manifestations of
nationalism and then categorizing particular instances of nationalism

II For a finely nua nced analysis of the adaptive integration of the J ewish reli­
gious cycle into Israel's framework of nationalist commemoration, see Yael Zerubavel ,
Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making if Israeli National Tradition (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995), esp. Conclusion.
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as belonging to either one or another of two, mu tually exclusive,
typo logies. T hus, Liah Gree nfeld, Rogers Brubaker, and others have
distinguished be tween civic nationalisms (American, British, French)
and ethnic nationalisms (German, East Eu rop ean , Balkan)." Benedict
Anderson not es that nation alist movemen ts can embrace modernity
by presenting themselves as radi cally new and future-oriented, but
also seek to anchor na tiona l identity in an idealized vision of an
imm utable past. H e du ly goes on to resolve this contradiction by
associating the former impulse with nation alism's ea rly, revolution­
ary phase an d the latter with "second-generation" nation alism.J:l

I do not wish to suggest that such distinctions are invalid or use­
less. My point is, ra ther , that most contempo rary nationalisms can­
no t neatl y be compartmentalized as being eithe r civic or ethnic,
nostalgic or modernizing . T hey may have stronger tendencies in one
direction or another at various phases of their development, bu t it
is precisely the ongoing tension between such conflicting impulses
that animates ideo logical debate and defines lines of division between
rival socio-political constellations within both nationalist movem ents
an d established nat ion- states. In the remaining pages, I would like
to point to a few ways in which a comparison of the J ewish case
with oth er nation al identities highlights the cent rality of such par a­
doxes and illustra tes their potenti al valu e as analytical fram eworks.

One of the most striking man ifestations of the nationalist ideo logical
dialectic is the intimate rela tion ship between mo tifs of volition an d
violation in the nationalist worldview. T he ideal of self-determina tion­
the free exercise of collective will-is so central to any nationalist
ideology as to appear virtually synonymous with it. But what often

I' Liah Gre enfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (Cambridge, Ma ss.: Harvard
University Press, 1992); Rogers Brub aker , Citizenship and Nationhood in France and
German)' (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992 ). See also George Schopllin,
"Nationalism, Politics and the Europea n Experience ," Sumry, 28 (4) (\ Vinter 1984),
67-86; idem, "Nationalism and Ethnicity in Europe, East and West," in C harles
Kupchan , ed., Nationalism andNationalities in the New Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1995). For ea rly typological and historical distinctions between liberal and
illiberal forms of' nationalism, see Carlton Hayes, The Historical Evolution ofModern
Nationalism (New York: R .R . Smith, 193 1); Hans Koh n, t he Idea ofNationalism: A
Stud;' in its Origins and Background (New York: Macmillan , 1944 ), chapters 6-8; idem,
7he Age ofNationalism: TIle First Era ofGlobal History (New York: Harper & Row,
1962), Part I; Nationalism: A Report by a Study Grout: ofMembers ofthe Royal Institute of
International Affairs (London: Fran k Ca ss, 1963; first eel., 1939), chapters 2- 4.

13 And erson, Imagined Communities, 192- 199.
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lends this ideal emo tiona l reson an ce is an archetypal image of orig­
inal violation. The biblical account of the Israelites' progress into
freedom takes as its point of departure their enslaveme nt in Egyp t.
The myth of the American Revolution begins with the British Crown's
flagran t trespassing on the traditional rights of the colonists. Among
many ethnically diverse, post-colonial states, the memory of the imp e­
rial yoke and the legacy of resistanc e to European overlords serves
as the main found ation upon which the construc tion of national iden­
tity is undertaken . I have alrea dy alluded to the centra l role of their
14th-century "defeat" at Kosovo in the Serbs' nationalist fram e of
reference. The carefully cultivated collective mem ory of Montcalm's
defeat by Wolfe is the point of departure for Quebecois nationalism.

What is there beyond the legacy of violation to lend substance
and dir ection to the exercise of national volition ? Som etimes the
answer seems to be, "no t mu ch ." The cult of victimhood is all too
common and pervasive a feature of nationalism, as Michael Ignatieff
and others have argued.H The simplistic contrast between utter sub­
jugation and pure independence in a world where the latter, cer­
tainly, is an unattain ab le goa l, can lead to a dan gerous predilection
for overreaction in the face of the slightest infringem ent upon the
nation 's sovereignty or freedom of action. Unscrupulous political elites
play on thi s sensibility to divert attention from their own abuses of
power or in orde r to paper over the socio-economic or ideological
cracks dividing their societ ies. O f course, ethnic min oriti es often re­
present the safest targets aga inst which nationalist resentments and
frustrations can be directed .

The othe r side of this coin is the development of a sense of uni­
versal mission-itself a parad oxical notion for so avowedly particu­
laristic an ideology as nationalism. The abu sive nature of the primordial
violat ion here serves as a negative inspiration for the nat ion al pro­
ject. In the biblical case, liberation from the Phar aonic yoke leads
to the Covenant with God in Sinai. T he Israelites' origina l act of
self-de termination is their voluntary acceptan ce of divine dominion
and their commitme nt to the ethical and legal system that comes
with it. T he collective memory of slavery in Egypt is the ever present,

I~ Michael Ignaticff, Blood and Belonging: ] oumeys into the New Nationalism (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1993), passim.
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constantly reemphasized , standa rd of depri vat ion and humil iation
against which the value of the Cove nant is measured . The idea of
chosenness upon which the Covenant is premised can itself serve as
a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it is used to justify the
dispossession and slaughter of Canaanites. On the other hand, the
Israelites are warned (in Exodu s 22:21) not to ". . . wron g a stranger
or oppress him , for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. " In
Isaiah 's vision, the notion of chosenness is developed into a sense of
universal mission , whose ultim ate, escha tological fulfillment will be
the acceptance of the Cove na nt by all humanity; Israel is to become
"a light unto the nations" (Isaiah 42:6).

Modern history is replete with examples of nationalist ideologies
that incorporate a sense of chosenness. This can always be inter­
preted as either giving one 's nation the right to impose its will on
othe rs or the obligation to meet a spec ial ethical standard as an
example for others- or some combination of the two.

In the American case, the biblical triad of Ch osen People, Promised
Land, and special Covena nt was directly adopted by the Puritan
colonists and later modified into a found ation stone for the edifice
of modern American nation alism. Be it in periods of isolationism or
liberal internationalism, the belief in the United States' exceptional­
ism has defined the terms of debate about the meaning of American
identity and the nature of the country's relationship with the rest of
the world .

In Fran ce, it is the legacy of revolution aga inst dom estic tyranny
that , on and off for two centuries, has set the ideological agenda for
the country's strugg les over national iden tity. The indignit ies associ­
ated with a corpo rat e society form ed the stimulus for the inaugura­
tion of the Revoluti on 's proj ect in political egalitarianism, as the
Third Estate proclaimed itself to be the nation . The violation of nat­
ural right s by the Ancien Regime has continued to serve as the ideo­
logical point of dep arture for defining citizens' right s under the
republics. In the early revolutionary wars of liberation / conquest, as
well as in the Third Republi c's later enterprise of overseas imperi­
alism, French political strategies were torn between policies of cul­
tural and poli tical assimilation associated with the un iversalistic
conception of France's national mission , and policies designed to pre­
vent the distinction between rulers and ruled, Frenchmen and for­
eigners, from becoming blurred . Co ntemporary debates about the
place of immigrant s, and the role of immigrant cultures, in French
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society continue to be framed , in part, by this revolutionary legacy
and its latent cont radictions.I'>

Great imp erial powers are not the only ones to be bedevilled by
these existential dilemmas. Thomas Masaryk, the founding fath er of
Czechoslovakia, cultivated the image of the 15th-cen tury religious
reformist, Jan Hu s, as a Czech nati onal martyr, and looked to Hus'
teachings as a source of inspira tion for the articulation of a broadly
humanistic and enlightened Czechoslovak national mission . More
immedia tely, the violation of Czech national right s by the Habsburg
monarchy was cultivated as a national myth , the counterpoint to
which was the definition of Czechoslovak political identity as Western
and liberal-democratic in orientation .

The Czechoslovak example also highlights the complex relation­
ship between civic and ethnic conceptions of nationalism. Masaryk
rejected the sort of right-wing nationalism that treated ideological
orien tations and cultural and ethical choices as though they were
simply functions of one's ethnic identi ty. H e vehemently opposed
pan-Slavs who asserted that Czech political destiny lay in the embrace
of tsarist Ru ssia. In Masaryk's view, cultural and polit ical values, not
linguistic or racial kinship, informed national identity, and the Czechs'
role as a nation should be firmly planted in the traditions of the
European Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment-s-a tradi­
tion to which, he claim ed, J an Hus had made an original and invalu­
able contribution.

By including Slovakia in his construction of a post-Habsburg nation­
state, Masaryk hoped, among other things, to crea te a political fram e­
work that would raise the Czechs ab ove a petty, ethn o-na tional
self-absorption by engaging them in a liberal-demo cratic civilizing
mission toward their supposedly more backward Slovak brethren .
Yet in his very assumption that Czechs had a special bond with
Slovaks based on linguistic affinity, he was, of course, making a char­
acter istically ethno-nat ional assumption. The exclusion of German
and Ma gya r minority identities from th e atte mpt to develop a
Czechoslovak nation al consciousness was a practically unavoidable

13 R.R. Palmer, TIle Age qf the Democratic Revolution, Vol. 2: TIle Strugl!,le (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1964), chapter 2 and passim; Raymond Betts, Assimilation
andAssociation in French Colonial Theory, 1890-1 914 (New York, 1961); Rogers Brubaker,
Citizenship andNationhood in France and Germany (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1992), esp. chapters 2, 4-5 , 7.
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consequence of the ethno-political dynamics of this post-Habsburg
successor state. M asaryk's personal discomfort with J ews attempting
to assimilate into Czech culture, and his prefer ence for un abashed
Zionists, serves as further evidence of how deeply embedded were
the ethnic assumptions that inform ed his conception of a Czechoslovak
civic culture . I ii

This ethno-civic synthesis was no t simply a function of Czecho s­
lovakia's unique geo-cultural sta tioning at the cro ssroads of Western
and Eastern Europe . I would argue that an examination of French ,
British , and even Amercian civic patriotisms would reveal a strong
admixture of ethno-national principl es, images, and assumptions.
Conversely, many non-Western political cultures that we tend to con­
sign unreservedly to the cthno-nationa l ca tegory contain elements of
civic nationalism.

Nowhere is this more appa rent than in the case of modern Israel.
In some ways, of course , Israel , as the J ewish state , seems to embody
the principle of the ethnic poli ty, in which non-jews can never be
full participants. Yet no matt er how mu ch of a doubl e standard may
exist in practice, the fact that non-jews are citizens of the state who
enj oy j uridical equality does have important ramification s for the
way sta te institutions function and for the framing of political and
cultural debates. Here, too, we have a biblical precedent, th is time
in the verses from Numbers 15:15-16 com manding that "... there
shall be one statute for you and for the stranger who sojourns with
you, a perpetual statute throughout your genera tions; as you are, so

Ii i H. Gordon Skilling, T.G. Masarvk: Against the Current, / 882-/9/4 (University
Park, Penn sylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), 6-7, 35-37 ,
10 I-I 03, and chapter 3; Robert Pynsen t, Questions of Identity: Czech and Slovak Ideas
ofNationality and Personality (Budapest: Cen tra l Europea n Unive rsity Press, 1994),
130-1 82; J osef Kalvod a , The Genesis (if Czechoslovakia (Boulder: East Euro pean
Monograph s, 1936), 17- 32; Roman Szporl uk, The Political 77zouglzt of 77lOmas G.
Masoryk (Boulder: East Euro pean Monograph s, 1981) chapte r 4. For a critique of
Masaryk's attempt to con flate ethno-cultural and universalist the mes, and lor an
attack on the elitist strain in his thinking, see Eva Schmi dt-H artm ann, "T he Fallacy
of Realism: Some Problems of Masaryk's Approac h to Czec h Nat ional Aspirations,"
in Stanley B. Wint ers, cd., T.G. JIasaryk ( / 850- /937), Vol. I, New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1990). On his relations with J ews, see Steven Beller, "T he H ilsner Affair:
Nat ionalism, Anti-Semit ism and the Individual in the Hahsburg Monarchy at the
Turn of the Ce ntury" and Michael A. Rill; "The Ambiguity of Xlasarvk's Attitud es
on the J ewish Q uestion '," in Robert B. Pynsent , ed., T.G. Masarvk (/ 850- /937),
Vol. 2, Thinker and Critic (London: Macmillan , 1939); Skilling, Masarvk, 3 1-86.
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shall the soj ourn er be before the Lord. One law and one ordinance
shall be for you and for the stra nger who sojourns with you." It is
the very fact that civic and ethnic principles exist in tense interac ­
tion with one an other that fuels much of the public debate about
modern Israeli society's political identity and practices, with some
elements seeking to push the country in the direction of an American­
style separation between uniform national-political identity and multi­
ethnic cultural identities, others prefering to resolve the ethno-civic
paradox through one form or another of ethnic intolerance, while
the moderate majority tries to steer a course between the two extremes.

But I would also argue that the civic-ethnic dialectic plays out ,
not only in the context of J ewish-Arab relations, but also within the
structures of J ewish and Zionist identities themselves. At its very
heart, traditional Jewish identity combines a powerful feeling of kin­
ship based on the myth of a common ancestry with an all-embrac­
ing sense of j uridica l and moral com munity defined by shared
commitment to the Covenant. The ethnic aspect of J ewish people­
hood does not close it off ent irely to ent ry by outsiders. Non-jews
can becom e members of the tribe by undergoing religious conver­
sion- tha t is, by taking upon themselves the obligations and privi­
leges of the Covenant . Rel igious conversion also constitutes ethnic
conversion: the convert is thenceforth referred to as daughter or son
of Abraham and Sarah , to indicate her or his induc tion into the line­
age group.

The idea that national identity is intimately linked to both parent­
age and Covenantal commitment is not confined to religious J ewry.
The State of Israel, long controlled by socialist Zionists, has, after
all, consistently recognized religious conversion as an automa tic entry
ticket to the privileges an d duties of Israeli citizenship. The secular
au thorities' disputes with the Orthodox establishment over "Who is
a J ew?" have centered on how to define J ewish parentage and legit­
imate conversion, not over wheth er parentage and conversion are,
in and of themselves, legitimate criteria for the ascription of national
identity.

In many ways, to be sure, the Jewish and Zionist cases appear to
be anoma lies tha t do not clearly fit any well-defined typology of
nationalism, be it secular or religious, primordial or modern ist, mod­
ernizing or nostalgic, civic or ethnic. But it is precisely because J ewish
identity is so difficult to categorize that it may force stud ents of
nationalism to ques tion some of their fund am ent al assumptions. It
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must, furth er, be stressed that the J ewish case is not a marginal para­
dox-it is an archetypa l one. As Adrian Hastings has argued, it was
throu gh the medium of the Hebrew scriptures tha t early J ewish ideas
about iden tity were communicated to the "Vestern societies that
established the paradigm of the modern nation-state. I i Moreover , the
presence of J ews as an ethno-rcligious minority within European
nation-states posed an ongoing challenge to cut-and-dried definitions
of what constituted nationality, and what the relationship should be
between national ity and citizenship."

Therefore, while Zionism and other form s of contemporary J ewish
nationalism cannot be understood out side the context of broad er
social, cultural, and political developments in the modern world , the
comparative and theoretical analysis of na tionalism, in turn, would
benefit enormously from a greater understanding on the scholarly
community's part of the conceptual significance and historical impact
of the J ewish case.

17 Hastings, Construction ofNationalism, passim.
18 See Hann ah Arendt, The Or~Etins ofTotalitarianism. New Edition (New York and

London: Harcourt Brace J ovan ovich, 1973), Par t One, for a compelling argument
about the centrality of J ewish emancipation and the resultant backlash of racial
anti-Semitism to the development of radical, nationalist, right-wing movements in
late-19th and 20th-century Europe . An excellent case study of this phenomenon is
Irina Livczeanu 's Cultural Politics in Greater Romania: Regionalism, Nation Building, and
Ethnic Struggle, 1918-l930 (Ithaca: Co rnell University Press, 1995), passim.
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Before they realized what they had, they felt as if they were in acute
danger of losing it. The early Zionists were well acquainted with the
power of song. It had accompanied them as they found their way
through the university and attempted to make their way into European
society. It had signaled the emergence of new traditions as the liturgy
of the synagogue had been arranged for four-part men's chorus, and
then the synagogue chorus had been mapped onto nineteenth-cen­
tury nationalism by undergoing a transformation to the J ewish
Mdnnerchor. The early Zionists realized that song could empower them
to lay claim to Romantic nationalism and to give voice to an emerg­
ing J ewish nationalism. All this was before Hebrew song.'

Zionism embraced song from its beginning. Even before the insti­
tutionalization of modern Zioni sm at the 1897 Basel Congress, song
had been there . Proto-Zionist student organizations had edited song­
books. Sources and repertories had been identified, and editorial pro­
cedures were in place. At Basel in 1897, congress organizers had
gath ered five songs in a booklet, and from the First Congress on ,

1 Secular J ewish song appeared in the European J ewish historiography only after
the mid-nineteenth century, when it quit e suddenly seemed to be everywhere.
Troupes of J ewish popul ar and theater musicians were making their way through­
out Europe, while nascent J ewish folklore societies, such as the Gesellschaft fur judi­
sche Volkskunde, founded by Max Grunwald in Switzerland and then in Germany,
and the St. Peter sburg Society for J ewish Folklore, gathered and then published
anthologies ofJewish folk song (see figure 16); see Christoph Daxelmuller, 'Volkskultur
und nationales Bewulitsein: J udische Volkskunde und ihr Einfluli auf die Gesellschaft
der Jahrhundertwende' , ]ahrbuch fur Volkskunde n.s. 12 (1989): 133- 46. The overall
effect of the sudden recognition and naming of popular forms of Jewish music-mak­
ing was a radical shift in the discourse history of J ewish music, away from inchoate
notions aboutjewish song as 'traditional' toward contentious discussions about Jewish
song as 'modern.' See Philip V. Bohlman , 1iidische Volksmusik'r-Eine mitteleuropdische
Geistesgeschichte (Vienna and Cologne: Bohlau Verlag , in press).
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song wou ld be insepa rable from the communa l cultur e and political
ideology of Zionism. At the Second Zion ist Congr ess the organizers
adopted and distributed a pu blished book, not on ly for use at the
congress itself but for distribution to Diaspora communities after­
wards." T he songs in the ea rliest Zionist collections were choral and
commu na l, and they were transformed and arranged so that per­
formances by J ewish social organizat ions would aga in embody the
collective experience of the move me nt at the mo ment of its most
palp abl e performan ce at the congresses. Son g-made-Jewish thus
acquired the potenti al to instantiate a social collective, for exa mple,
with songs such as 'Gaudeamus igitur,' which circulated in H ebrew
tra nslat ion in the ea rliest songbooks.'

As cruc ial as song was to the ea rly Zion ists, recogniti on of its
poten tial for the movem ent had almost come too late. Song was
endangered, and it needed to be salvaged. Other nations and other
nationa lisms had distinct adva ntages , for the repertories they had
rescued from Romanticism showed that they knew whereof they were
singing. ' For ea rly Zionism song was proving more slippe ry. What
kind ofJ ewishn ess did it or could it signify? T he J ewishn ess impli cit
in religious commun ity? T he disparate J ewishnesses of diaspora? A
J ewishn ess that was synonymous with nationa lism? A J ewishness with

1 Verein J ung Zion ,' ed ., li eder r um Fest-Commers des II. Zionisten Kongresses (Basel:
Verein Jung Zion ,' 1898). The title 'Fest-Commers' deliberately establishes a link
to Ce ntral Europe an student organizations, whose standa rd collection of songs, pub­
lished since the mid-nin eteenth century, bore the title Deutsches Commersburh. Student
drinking songs form the core of the six songs in Lieder ZII I/1 Fest-Commers and would
have been wcll known to many, if not most, attending the congress. T ogether with
old favorit es, such as 'Alt Heidelberg' and '0 alte Burschcnherrlichkeit!' however ,
were several songs with explicitly J ewish contents, 'Ein H och dcm ganzen J udentum!'
('A Toast to All J ewry!').

:l 'Gaudeamus igitur ' is perh aps best known as the theme for J ohannes Brahms's
Academic Festival Ooerture. As in that orchestra l work , the usual context for singing
'Ga udeamus igitur' is du ring the ritual of academic proc ession and institu tional cel­
ebration. For a survey of the growing use of song by social organi zation s of all
kinds during the nine teenth century see Heinrich \V. Schwab, "D as Vereinslicd des
19. J ahrhundcrts," in Handbucli des Volksliedes, ed. by Rolf Wilhelm Brcdni ch, Lutz
Roh rich, and Wolfgang Suppan , \ '01. I (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973), pp.
863 -98.

j For two excellent surveys of the emergence of Germ an nation alist song during
the nineteenth cent ury see Guido Knopp and Ekkehard Kuhn, Das Lied der Deutschen:
Schicksal einer Hymne (Franfur t am Main: Ullstein, 1988) and Hermann Kurzke,
Hymnen lind Lieder der Deutschen (Mainz: Dierrich 'sche Verlagsbuchh andlung, 1990).
For a sweeping study of the li se of Russian musical nationa lism see Richard T aruskin,
Difining RIIJJia M llsical[y (Princeton, NJ : Prin ceton University Press, 1997).
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th e power to unl eash ethnic mobilizati on ? For the ea rly Zionists who
embraced song, th e answers to th ese questions were an ything but
clear. What was clear was that th e time to act was upon th em, and
th at song had an extraordinary power to mobilize Zionism from
within and without.

Berthold Feiwel, writing in the 1890s in his 'Foreword ' to Morris
Rosenfeld 's 1902 Lieder des Ghetto, perceived a call to action in s ong :

Th e poet of the modern ghetto will become the singer of modern
Zionism, of the powerful liberation movement of a vital J ewishness,
which will lead the J ews out of the new imprisonment [of modernity]
into the ancient homeland , into their peace and their freedom."

Taking th e great sense of loss as th eir point of departure, the great
Russian song collectors, Shaul Ginsburg und Pesach Marek, turned
hop efully, but tentatively, to Zionism for the future of J ewish song.
They wrote in the introduction of th eir 190 I Evreiskie narodnye pesni
v Rossii (j ewish Folk Songs in Russia ' , see figure II ):

As far as the J ewish movement to create a new folk culture is con­
cerned, that which has manifested itself most recently in Zionism, it
is simply too early to tell what sort of impact it will have. But this is
where the future lies. . .. \Ve greet any attempt to undertake more
complete and deeper studies of J ewish folk creativity with joy."

Before H ebrew song, music was one of the most powerful agents for
the mobilization of J ewish ethnic identity and for the articulation of
a J ewish nation. Parad oxically, the role and fun ction of song in early
Zioni sm remain un certain , even troubling to man y cultural histori­
ans, for the real identity of ea rly Zionist song is hard to pin down.
By and large, ea rly Zionist song was not Hebrew song. When song
appears in th e Yishuv and mod ern Israel, however , cultural histori­
ans revel in its use of H ebrew, as if it wer e created out of the full
cloth of the past.

In thi s essay, however, I approach early Zionist son g from an

, Morris Rosenfeld, Lieder des Ghetto, 6th ed. (Berlin: Hermann Seemann, 1902).
Lieder des Ghetto appea red in several languages and in multiple editions.

6 S.M. Ginsburg and P.S. Marek, Evreiskie narodnye pesni v Rossii (St. Petersburg:
Voskhod, 1901). The Ginsburg-Marek collection has appea red in a modern reprint,
with an extensive introduction and annotations by Dov Noy; see S.M. Ginzburg
and P.S. Marek, Yiddish Folksongs in Russia (Ramat Gan : Bar-Han University Press,
1991).
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entirely different perspective. Followin g the attent ion of Michael
Berkowitz? and Richard Co hen" to the visua lity of J ewish culture,
particularly, in the case of Berkowitz, in the ea rly Zionist era, I
attempt to sketch an aurality or acoustics of J ewish culture, a sound­
scape of the modern nation emerging from the polyphonic voices of
its past. Song played a powerful role in the shaping of Zionism not
because it leveled the differences amo ng the polyphonic voices of a
putat ive past, but rather because the sounding of song in perfor­
man ce reified a moment at which the unity of the na tion takes prece­
dence over its differences.

On one han d, this acoustical moment of the nation- through-per­
forman ce is temporally bounded, if not fleeting. On the other hand,
it accrues pow er and added mean ing through its reproducibility.
Accordingly, searching for song to give voice to the nation- to mobi ­
lize the nation in a moment of what Benedict And erson calls 'un ison­
ality'- is of profound significance ." In the music history of modern
Israel, there was no moment more profoundly significant than that
which came before Hebrew song.

Music and the Zionist Congresses

Song was the ideal medium for conveying the message of J ewish sol­
idarity, and the early Zionists knew this. Song possessed all the att rib­
utes of specific identi ty and remained semiotically open-ended, thus
capa ble of signifying what ever one might choose for iLIO Such qual­
ities of song reflect the themes tha t permeate the early history of
Zionism, thereby transforming nineteen th-century topoi of Romanti c
nationalism and German idealism into specific subjectivities of twentieth-

7 Michael Berkowitz, ,(ionist Culture and West European J ewry before the First World
War (Cambridge: Ca mbr idge University Press, 1993).

n Richard 1. Cohen, J ewish Icons: Art andSociety in Modem Europe (Berkeley: University
of Ca liforn ia Press, 1998).

' I Benedict Anderson , Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread if
Nationalism, 2nd ed. (London: Verso and New Left Books, 1991), p. 132.

III For diverse perspectives on the symbolic power of song to represent the nation
and shape nation alism see, e.g., Ca rl Dahlhaus, "Nationalism in Music," in idem,
Between Romanticism and Modernism, trans. by Mary Whittall (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of Ca liforn ia Press, 1980), pp. 77- 101; Michael Herzfeld, Cultural Intimacy:
Social Poetics in the Nation-State (London: Routledge, 1997); and Martin Stokes, ed.,
Ethnicitj, Identity and Music: TI e Musical Construction if Place (O xford: Berg, 1994).
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century Zionism. Song provided a template for both ethnic mobi­
lization and nationalism, even when-or espec ially when-these were
not isomorphic. Song, in other words , had the power to speak to
all Zionists in a common langu age, becoming the metonym for J ewish
identity and political unity they were seeking.

I should even go so far as to suggest that there was Zionist song
before the Zionist movement had institutionalized itself. At the very
least, there was a proto-Zionist songbook, whose publi cation in 1894
preceded the first Zionist Co ngress in Basel by three years. The small
volum e, Lieder-Buch fur ]iidisehe Vereine, edited by the early Zionist and
librarian at the University of Berlin, H einri ch Loewe, app eared in
a practical chapbook format , clearly recalling the functions of a stu­
dent songbook for the J ewish university organizations that adopted
it (see Appendix figures I and 2).liOn one hand, Loewe's songbook
reflected the trend of social and professional organizations of all kinds
to gather songs and publi sh them as a means of stimulating group
solidarity. !" On the other, Loewe undertook a project with the specific
J ewish dimensions of time and place. H e really did mean that the
songbook would serve j ewish organizations' in the plural, among
them the student gro up he founded in 1892, jung Juda,' as well as
later student organiz ations, such as the 'Vereinigung fur judische
Studierenden' (also founded by Loewe) and the 'Kartell judischer
Verbindungen' . Loewe meant his songbook to lay the groundwork
for a new social agency for J ewish song, and he asserted in his
'Foreword' that the songbook was breaking radically with existing
traditi ons.13

The att empt to edit a songbook for J ewish organizations is such an
entirely new und ertaking- one without any precedent whatsoever­
that it would appear necessary to offer a few word s of introduction. . . .
This J ewish songboo k does not pretend to offer a scientific lesson,
rath er it can keep only a single task in mind. Indeed , the synagogue
is not the only place we learn about ourselves, nor do we learn only
from the struggles agai nst our enemies. Instead , it is in our lives, our
total existence , and for that we raise our voice in celebration, joy, and

11 Heinrich Loewe, l ieder-Buchfu rJ Misclze Vereine (Berlin: Hugo Schildberger, 1894).
For an assessment of Loewe's life as a religious Zionist see J ehuda Louis Weinberg,
Aus der Fruhreit des <.ionislllus: Heinrich Loewe (Je rusalem: Rubin Mass, (946).

11 Cr. Schwab, "Das Vereinslicd," op. cit.
13 Cr. Philip V. Bohlman, "J li'dische Volksmusik." op. cit., chapter 14.
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song [Gesang] : Juden sind wir, wollen es bleiben, bis in aIle Ewigkeit'
['vVe are J ews, and we'll remain that way forever ']!"

The songs in Loewe's songbooks weave 'Yolk' and 'Na tion' together,
explicitly construc ting an image of the nation as the product of an
ethnic group th at song mobilizes. The interplay of images and
metaphors for the na tion in figure 2 of the App endix, 'Me in Yolk '
['My People '] , is indeed quite remarkable , ranging from nationalist
images of the nation as a 'beloved ' ['Lieblin g'] , evoking even the
arrival of shechina in the synagogue on Shabbat in verse on e, to the
French Revoluti on in verse three to Israel at war throughout, but
especially in verse two.

Loewe was both righ t and wrong when he claim ed that there was
no real precedent for the Lieder-Buch fur ]iidische-Vereine. The book
was, in fact, a synthe tic product of the editor's imagination. No sin­
gle element-text or melody-is new, but virtually every combina­
tion thereof is. Song number 17, for example, uses a well-known
melody by Friedrich Silcher (1789- 1860) to set a text from Heinrich
Heine's novel fragment, Der Rabbi von Bacharach. Rather than the
Silcher-Heine collaboration, 'Die Lorelei,' which anyone singing from
the book would know , the melody became the context for one of
Heine 's relatively unknown texts, which was, however, J ewish. I ') There
are only two songs in Hebrew, and these appear in an appendix.
T he first was a song for Hanukah , and as such the only song with
any overtly religiou s connotations. The second was the most canonic
of all studen t songs, 'Gaudeamus igitur,' translated from Latin into
Hebrew, which effectively recanonized it for inclusion in future Zionist
songbooks.

Loewe's Lieder-Buch Jiir ]iidische Vereine becam e the basis for most
J ewish songbooks, Zionist or with oth er ideological leanings, for the
next two decades, ind eed until the First World War. T he organ iza­
tion of its contents- for example, into genres such as Heimatlieder
['songs of the homeland'], whose texts explicitly represented the land
of Israel as the homeland-was embraced by virtually every subse­
qu ent songbook to appear in the German-speaking J ewish commu­
nities of Central and Eastern Europe." Similarly, it served the early

[; Loewe, lieder-Buch, op. cit., "Vorwort."
[', See Hermann JoseI'Dahm en, Friedridi Silcher: Komponist undDemokrat: Eine Biographie

(Stuttgart: Edition Erdm ann in Thi encmanns Verlag, 1989).
Iti E.g., Xlax Zirker , eel ., Vemnsliederbuch fiir ] ung-Juda (Berlin:Juelischer Buch- unel
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Zioni st leaders, for the J ewishn ess projected by its texts on the chora l
traditions of cosmo politan, fin-de-siecle J ews, was embrace d at Zionist
congresses and in offshoo t Zionist songbooks as an embodiment of
J ewish nationalism. The songs functioned this way, however , not
becau se they were old, but because they were new. It was their
difference that made them so very traditional.

Paradox and Parody in J ewish Song

The ideologue s and aesthc ticians sear ching for J ewish song at the
end of the nin eteenth century had to confront more tha n a few para­
dox es. Folk song, the tool of Romantic nationalism, was broadly held
to be some thing ancient and transmitted orally, whereas cultur al
Zioni sm was progressive and employed a radi cal vocabulary. Folk
song, moreover , connected the present to a distant past, indeed , a
timeless past, but- an d this was the dilemma for early Zioni sts-it
did so through a history of practice and ora l traditi on that survived
in the present. The parad ox was all too obvious: T he song of the
ancient past was Hebrew song, but the song of the present was not.

The absence of H ebrew texts in vern acular, contemporary song
also crea ted ano ther set of parad oxes, severa l of them quite mun­
dane or even practical. Heb rew texts did not lend them selves easily
to text underlay, in other words to setting folk songs in arra nge­
ments and to printing them . The mu sic ra n in one dir ection (left to
right), the H eb rew text in the opposite. Whereas this might sound
like a problem that could easily be solved by an editorial commit­
tee with the appropri ate authority, it was not. In fact, it vexed tho se
involved with esta blishing the printing conventi on s of the Yishuv
through the 1920s.17

The possibility of determining a pan-Ashkenazic core repertory

Kunstverlag, 1905?); Ahro n Eliasberg, ed., Diejudisthe Gemeinschqft (Berlin: J ildischer
Verlag, 1913); and Karl Glaser, ed., Blau-lVeifJ Ltederbuch, 1st ed. (Berlin: J ildischer
Verlag, 1914), sec figure 13. T his thematic and generic organ ization remained more
or less standard for the anthologies published through the 1930s, e.g., J oseph J acobsen
and Erwin J ospe, eds., Hawa Naschira! (AI!/! LajJt uns singen '} (Leipzig and Hamburg:
Anton J. Benjamin, 1935); partial reprint: Das Buch der judischen Lieder (Augsburg:
Olb aum , 1988).

17 See J ehoash Hirshberg, Music in the J ewish Community qf Palestine, 1880-1948: A
Social History (Oxford: Clarendo n Press, 1995), passim but especially 78-92.
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also presented an early paradox. There were song collectors and edi­
tors for whom such a core repertory, with German, Yiddish, and a
continuum of dialects, would serve as the mother lode of Jewish folk
song. For oth ers, such a core repertory could only serve as evidence
for the ultimate dissipation and breakdown of Jewish song. I II

The poison of popularity, in other words popular song, was also
a dilemma for the ideologues searching for Jewish song. Jewish pop­
ular song throve in the nineteenth century, ranging from broadsides
to stage mu sic, but it throve because it was form ed of hybridity
rather than authenticity. It was impure, all the more so because it
depended on parodies of traditional J ewish culture and because it
traded in stereotypes of J ews and by Jews, such as those used for
J ewish cabaret."

Confronted with this paradox, the early Zionist editors and ideo­
logues chose to address it creatively and synthetically. They sought
a new calculus for determining what song could be, and in the spirit
of their age they did so systematically. That calculus consists of some
six different domains and repertori es of J ewish musical activity, rep­
resent ed in figure I, perhaps a bit fancifully by situating 'song' at
the center of a hexagonal star, whose points symbolize the different
genres of Jewish song that characterized Diaspora music cultures
during the latte r half of the nineteenth century.

Inventing J ewish Song

Collecting, identifying, editing, and arranging J ewish songs all pre­
ceded the Zionist congresses in the late nineteenth and early twen­
tieth centuries, and the social and organizational gatherings of all
kinds that led to the institutionalization of the Zionist movement.
These were the steps of fabricating, ind eed, of inventing J ewish song.
These steps compressed the history of oral transmission, and they
transformed the songs from the past into meton yms for the present

I " A cross-section of the continuum of J ewish songs stretching between Yiddish
and German versions appears in Philip V. Bohlm an and Otto Holzapfel, the Folk
Songs if Ashkena; (Madison, Wise.: A-R Editions, 200 I).

19 Han s Veigl, ed., Luftmenschen spielen Theater: J iidisches Kabarett in Wien 1890-1938
(Vienna: Kremayr & Scheria u, 1992). Cf. Philip V. Bohlman , "Die Volksmusik und
die Vcrstadterung der deutsch-judi schen Gemeinde in den J ahrzehnt en vor dem
Zweiten Weltkrieg," Jahrbuch fur Volksliedforschung 34 (1989): 25-40.
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Folk Song
Yiddish and German

33

Popular Song
Urba n song & Yiddish stage

Hazzanut
Cantors & Sacred Composers

Political Song
Labor and workers' songs

Song/Gesang

Mystical Song
H assidic niggun and dance

Synagogengesang
Paraliturgical & Extraliturgical Song

Figure I. The Calculu s of 'Song'

and future. The very process of creating a song, therefore, served
as a vivid witness to the agency of early Zioni sm, in other words,
to the mobiliz ation of power early Zionists commanded to script
their own history .

The invention of J ewish song required the confluence of several
song histori es. The tributaries constituting those histories at times
moved quickly and at other tim es stagnated, but ultimately they
intersected to form a powerful set of symbols that specified an unequiv­
ocal iconicity of Jewishness. The version s and variants of the song,
'Die Jiidin' [lit., 'The J ewish Woman,' but often glossed as 'T he
Beautiful J ewish Girl '] , which appear in App endix figures 4 through
6, schematically illustrate just how a single song came to be invested
with J ewish meaning. Already in the nineteenth century 'Die Jiidin'
belonged to a corpus of ballads that contained versions in both
German and Yiddi sh-the most common Yiddish title is 'Hinter
Poilen wont a Yid ' ['Beyond Poland There Lives a J ew'] .20 'Die
Jiidin' fulfill s virtually every criter ion required of a J ewish song, par­
ticularly the capacity to undergo transformations of all kinds, from
text alterations to ar rangements for art- song repertories. The song
is found in canonic German collections- notably Amim and Brentano's
1806 Des Knaben Wunderhom (Vol. I)-and in Ginsburg and Marek's

20 In both German and Yiddish "Die Judin" has the form and content of the
nar rative genre broadly referred to as ballad . Not only to ballads tell stories by set­
ting different scenes as verses in a strophic form , but they rely on high or literary
form s of language, in other words, Hochdeutscli and literary Yiddish.
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190 I Evreiskie naroduye pesni v Rossii." While unequivo cally remammg
a folk song, 'Die Judin ' crossed the border into art song and choral
song during the course of the nineteenth century. Such repertorial
border-crossing necessarily enha nced the song's potential for use as
national song. No t only was it placed into the an cient canon of
German ballads, where it is inscribed as number 158,22 but it was
arra nged by Johannes Brahms (see App end ix figure 5? 3 and by the
J ewish folk-song scholar, Max Friedlaender, in a choral version printed
in the 1906 Volksliederbuch fur Mdnnerchor (see App endix figure 4).2. In
concert and as variants in oral tradition , these versions of 'Die Judin '
wend ed their way through the sundry J ewish song anthologies of the
ea rly twenti eth century , for example, Alexander Eliasberg's 1918
Osijiidische Volkslieder/" In the 1980s and 1990s the song survived in
oral tradition, such as the version sung in the Deutschkreuz (Zclem),
one of the sheva kehillol of Burgenland' " in eastern Austria and in the
version transcribed in figure 6 of the Appendix, which I first heard
sung by an East Germa n revival band in 1993, thou gh it had cir­
culated orally in the J ewish communities aro und Lake Co nstance ,
especially in Switzerland, even after the Holocaust.

If its durability in the longue duree of modern J ewish history was
imp ort ant for the inventors ofJ ewish song, so too was its narrative,
the story to which Zioni sm might respond. The J ewish woman ' of

2 1 Achim von Arn im and Clem en s Brent an o, Des Knaben IVunderllOm, vol. I
(Heidelberg: Moh r und Zimmer, 1806), and Gin sburg and Marek, Eoreiskie, op. cit.

22 "Die J udin" appea rs in the modern analytical collection of German ballads,
the Balladenioerk, in J urgen Dittmar and Wiegand Stief, cds., Deutsche Volkslieder mit
ihren Xlelodien: Balladen, vol. 9 (Freiburg im Breisgau : Deutsches Volksliedarchiv,
1992). For recen t versions sung by non-Jews now living in villages that were largely

J ewish before the Holocaust see H arald Dreo and Sepp Gmasz, cds., Burgenldndische
Volksballaden (Vienna: Bohlau , 1997).

23 J ohannes Brah ms, "Es war cine stolze J udin ," in Fritz J ode, ed., Frau Musica
(Berlin: Deu tsche Buch-Gemeinschaft, 1929), p. 95.

24 J ohann es Bolte, Max Friedlaender, and Rochu s Freiherr von Liliencron , eds.,
Volksliederflir Mdnnerchor, 2 vols. (Leipzig: Peters).

21 Alexander Eliasberg, Ostjudiscne Volkslieder (M unich: G. Muller, 1918).
26 The sheva kehitlot ['Se\'en Communities' , bu t often glossed as 'Seven Holy Cities']

arc seven villages (e.g., Lackenbach) and small cities (e.g., Eisenstadt ) that consti­
tuted the largest conce ntration of rural J ewish culture in Ce ntral Europ e pr ior to
the Holocaust. See Philip V. Bohlman, "Musical Life in the Central European

J ewish Village," in Ezra Mendelsohn, cd., Modern J ews and Their XlusicalAgendas (spe­
cial issue of Studies in Contemporal)' J ewry, vo], 9), (New York: O xford University Press,
1993), pp . 17- 39.
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the title is, in fact, not the main character , nor is the male 'Yid'
in the Yiddish version, but rather a young woman who is drawn
into the gentile and secular world beyo nd the premodern J ewish
ghetto, in other words beyond the ethnic and religious geography
marked by the J udengasse. When she leaves the ghetto, she walks
along the seashore, and we learn in verse eight that she is evidently
searching for her lover, perhaps even husband, the king's son, who
has dro wned in the sea." Learning of this from a local fisherman ,
she throws herself into the sea. 'Die Jiidin ' is an allegory about J ewish
identi ty, on one hand, the strict limitations of tradition rigorously
enforced, on the other , the dilemma implicit in conversion. The song
calls for an alternative, in fact the 'Heimat' ['homeland '] in the final
version appearing as App endix figure 6.2B

As an emblem of diasporic J ewish trad ition and as an allegory for
modern J ewish history , 'Die Jiidin' is extraordinarily complex. In no
sma ll measure, its complexity is a factor in its candidacy for a Zionist
song. T he variants of the song are products of its geographical mobil­
ity, and its textu al variants embody the narratives of specific histor­
ical moments. By singing the song, early Zioni st organiz ations and
J ewish choruses allowed themselves to enac t those historical moments
in the presen t, in the moment of what Benedict And erson, in writ­
ing about the power of mu sic in nationalism, called 'unisonality,' the
embodiment of the nation given voice through song.29

Song and Cultural Translation: Inventing Gesang

Song was the idea l lan guage for giving voice to Zioni sm, and it is
hardly surprising that the movement's arc hitects and intellectual lead­
ers seized upon it from the beginning." Song not only arose from

v The gentile figures that appear in the many variants of the song have a wide
variety of occupations and social positions, which not only reflect a higher social
status, but also mark them clearly as not J ewish, hence as symbols of the world
beyond the ghetto .

2B Dittm ar and Stief, Deutsche Volkslieder, op. cit., pp . 56-57.
2') Anderson , Imagined Communities, op. cit.
311 Cf. Berkowitz, <ionist Culture, op. cit. , pp. 20-38, an d Bohl man, "[udische

Volksmusik," op. cit. J ewish serials that were explicitly Zionist or displayed distinctive
Zionist leanin gs often contained special sections ab out music, even publishing songs
themselves with some regularity; see, e.g., Eleono re Lapp in, DerJude: Die Geschichte
einer <eitscllrift (T ubingen: Moh r Siebeck, 2000).
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a common culture, but it was malleable eno ugh to lend itself to the
molding of a new common culture . The common experience of song,
in other words, exposed a sha red past and provided the language
for a sha red future. Lan guage, ind eed , was the crucial metaph or, for
langu age not only afforded song pride of place in the aesthetic
dom ain s of Zionism, but opened up th at dom ain for every J ew,
regardless of previous nation ality, degree of religiosity, or socio­
economic background, to enter and to sha re.

It is impo rta nt to realize that 'song,' as I unravel its mean ing here
to reflect its ontology in cultural Zionism, acquired new and dis­
tinctive meanings. 'Song' with an ontological meaning reflecting
Zionist tho ught would not be best translated into Germa n or Yiddi sh
as 'Lied' (' lid' ), but rath er as 'Gesang.'?' The term, Gesang, could be
applied across the borders sepa rating genres and languages, and even
more imp ortant, separating the sacred from the secular. Just as one
could refer to folk song as ' Volksgesang' instead of 'Volkslied,' so too
could one create an umbrella category for song in the synagogue
called '~nagogengesang. ' And this is precisely what the collectors and
theoretician s of Zionist songs did . The term Gesang emphasized com­
mona lity and processes of exchange. ~nagogengesang, for example, had
absorbed elements of style and repertory from the sur rounding envi­
ron ment. T o sing ~nagogengesang meant stepping outside the liturgy
and embracing as J ewish the non-sacred and the non-Jewish.

Even more imp ortan t, Gesang resulted from creative processes that
had taken traditi onal musical materials and transformed them into
something new, if not modern. The commonality and communality
of song are also etymologically imman ent in the term Gesang. In prin­
ciple, Gesang has no singular usage. One does not sing 'einen Gesang'
['a song'] . The singular is a collective category: ' the song of a com­
munity, ' not 'a song from a repertory.' In its plural form even,
Gesiinge, it represent s ' the songs that collectively fulfill certain crite­
ria or functions.' The final three volumes of Abraham Zwi Idelsohn 's
ten-volume mu sical monument to all of J ewish song, the 17zesaurus
if Hebrew Oriental Melodies, therefore bear the titles: Der ~nagogengesang

:1I Both Lied and Gesang are nonetheless tran slated as 'song' . In Ge rma n usage
there is a vel)' sub tle sense that Lied is somehow more natural, whereas Gesang is
the produ ct of a rtifice and craftsmanship, hut even this distinction is blurred by the
most common occurrence of Lied in its plural, Lieder, to refer to art song, a usage
tha t ca rries over into English .
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der osteuropdischen Juden ['The Synagogue Song of the Eastern European
j ews'] ; Der Volksgesang der osteuropdischen Juden ['The Folk Song of the
Eastern European j ews'] ; and Gesiinge der Chassidim ['Songs of the
Chassidim ']. " It is hardly surprising, th en , that it was Gesang and
Gesiinge that were the forerunners of shir and shirim, the modern
H ebrew designations for song.

What was the common culture that song came to evoke? It would
be possible to answer this qu estion in many different ways, drawing
upon different types of evidence. During the early decades of Zionism,
however, that common culture was in almost every way un expected.
Above all, it was a common culture with deep fissures in it, and it
was precisely for tha t reason that song had the pot ential and power
to resuture the parts to form a common whole . The common cul­
ture of j ewish song cut across the fissures between east and west. It
embraced repertories in Yiddish, German, and H ebrew." It also
embraced the diale cts and hybrid forms of these languages. The
common culture of j ewish song thus did not begin with common
language, bu t it aspired toward it, and music-the melo s spanning
a continuum from region al folk styles to the modes of the liturgy
and beyond to the popular repertories-music paved the way for
reaching the common language.34

77ze Tale qf Two Songs

It is one of the tenets of nationalism tha t one's nation-our na tion
if one is laying claim to a nation-is somehow differen t, ind eed ,
unique in some cruci al way. The sound of nat ionali sm in music, so
it follows, should reflect that uniqueness, so powerfully , in fact, that

32 A.Z. Idelsohn, Der Synagogengesang der osteuropdischen Juden, vol. 8: Hebrdisch-orien­
talischer Melodienschatz; A.Z. Idelsohn, Der Volksgesang der osteuropaischen J uden, vol. 9:
Hebraisch-orientalischer Melodienschate ; and A.Z. Idelsohn, Gesiinge der Chassidim, vol. 10:
Hebraisch-orientalischer Melodienschatz. All th ree volumes were published by the Leipzig
publishing house, Friedrich Hofmeister. T he first comparative musicologist to estab­
lish the 'Archives of O riental Music' at the Hebrew University, Robert Lachm ann ,
also preferred Gesiinge to designate J ewish song; see Robert Lachmann , Gesiinge der
J uden au] der Insel Djerba (Je rusalem: Magnes Press of the Hebrew University, 1976;
1st pub l. 1940).

33 Other languages occur , but with less frequency. By the 1920s English and
Hungarian were beginning to play visible roles.

'll Cf. Bohlman and Holzapfel, TIle Folk Songs ofAshkenar , op. cit.
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It IS recognizable to those who listen to nationalistic music (e.g., a
national anthem), either as insiders or outsiders. If this is the case,
we might have expec ted the early Zionists to invest a fair amo unt
of cultural energy in locatin g, gathering, and encoding musical mate­
rials to ident ify the acoustic signifie rs for those tra its that were so
uniquely Zionist. This they did, and th e ways in which they dis­
covered Israeli song have long captured the attention of historian s
conce rne d with the iconicity of Zionist and Israeli music.

The privi leging of aesthetic distinctiveness to produ ce the acoustic
emblems of nationalism is not, however , universally espoused. R ath er
than difference, it is similarity that strikes those who listen through
the iconic surface of nationalist mu sic. Listenin g carefully, on e wit­
nesscs that the markers of differences are not there at all, but instead
nationalisms are constructed to reproduce nationalisms, ra the r than
to distinguish themselves in salient ways. In order to illustrate better
how song came to signify an acoustics of the J ewish nation , I turn
now to some empirical mu sical evidence, ind eed to two songs whose
tales narrate two of the most distinctive paths cha rted by Zionist
aesthetics.

I bcgin with the most iconic of all Zionist songs, 'Hatikvah' ['The
Hop e'], the Zionist and la ter Israeli anthem (see Appendix figurc 7).
My tale will focus on the melody of 'Hatikvah,' a melody that was
firmly established in the oral tradition of early Zionism by the con­
grcsses and virtually every J cwish songbook from the late nineteenth
century until the founding of the State of Israel. My focus here will
be on the melody, and by choosing this focus I am making an onto­
logical point about song and the nation : Meaning and identity do
not lie only in the texts."

Evcn tho se possessing only the vagucst familiarity with the melody
of 'Hatikvah ' have a sense of how its sound represented a J ewishness
sought by the early Zionist leaders. Above all, it was a 'folk melody'
in min or mode, and that melody sets a poem published in 1886 by
one Naphtali Herz Imber. As a song, 'Hatikvah' appeared first in a
collection of Vier Lieder, arr anged by on e S.T. Friedland, whi ch
appeared in Leipzig in 1895 and claimed to be based on 'Syrian

.15 I have discussed the ontological questions per tain ing to musical owners hip else­
where; see Philip V. Bohlman, "O ntologi es of Music," in Nicholas Coo k and Mark
Everist, cds., Rethinking Music (O xford: O xford University Press, 1999), pp . 17- 34.
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melodies.' It is also quite well known, which is to say, generally
believed, that the melody is mu ch like that of the 'Molda u' move­
ment of Bedrich Smetan a's tone poem , Ma Vlast, which, however ,
emphasizes major ra ther than minor mode.

'Hatikvah' s' melody is even more complicated than such possible
source s would suggest. In part because of the Smetana connection,
the melody is imagined to be that of a Bohemian folk song, some
would say Moravian, others Romanian , or simply Eastern European.
'H atikvah's' melody, moreover, bears close resemblance to a family
of Swedish folk songs, am ong them a composed 'nationa l' song by
Anders Fryxell from 1822, 'Ack, Varmeland, du Skona.' The Swedish
songs, moreover , seem to have been influenced by a folk melody, a
bergerette, that appeared in a 1761 collection, whose editor/composer,
'Monsieur Bouin', calls it 'Ah! vous dirai-j e, maman' , known to us
today as the prototype for 'Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,' that is
after it was introduced to the popular tradition of European music
history by 'Wolfgang Amadeus Moz art. " Computer-assisted analysis
of folk-song melody, such as tha t undertaken by Wiegand Stief at
the Deutsches Volksliedarchiv in Freiburg im Breisgau , Germany in
the 1980s and 1990s, has yielded a theoretical model for the melodi c
skeleton most common to all Central European folk songs, and
'Hatikvah,' cha nged to major mode, fits tha t model perfectly."

What do such peregrinations of 'Hatikvah' throughout European
song history revealr " First, they make it clear that there is nothing
special or even distinctive about 'Hatikvah' as a song. Second, the

3G See Peter Graden witz, The Music if Israel: Its Rise and Growth through 5000 Years
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1949), pp . 302- 03, an d George List, "T he Distribu tion
of a Mel odic Formula: Diffusion or Polygenesis?" Yearbook if the International Folk
Music Council 10 (1978): 46- 47.

37 The melodic skeleton emphasizes the melodic art iculation of com mon-prac tice
harmony, notably the rise from the tonic, or first scale degree, at the beginning of
the song, to the dominan t, or fifth no te of the scale, with a descent to the first
degree, therefore illustrating an overall arc h. T he scale degrees of chords used in
harmony are melodica lly marked, thus crea ting a strong feeling of accompa niment,
wheth er or not acco mpanying instruments are used. See \Viegand Stief, ed., Melo­
dientypen des deutschen Volksgesanges, vol. 4: Register und Variantennachweis (T utzing: H ans
Schneide r, 1983).

38 It was one of the tenets of compa ra tive musicology, the forerunner of mod­
ern ethnomusicology, tha t songs traveled as if they had a life of their own, mov­
ing between oral and written trad itions. T he classic theory of "wandering melodies"
is Wilhelm Tapper t, Wandemde Melodien, 2nd ed ., enlarged (Leipzig: List und Francke,
1890).
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Minor Mode
East European & J ewish

histories of melodi c distribution and the skeletons produced by com­
puter analysis notwith standing, 'Hatikvah's' impact on the early Zionist
movement was indeed very special and distinctive. Third, it is because
the melody is so quintessentially quotidi an and unexceptional that it
could become such a powerful emblem of nationalism. In essence,
'Hatikvah' fitted the six-pa rt 'Calculus for Song' in figure 1. Comp are
that calculus to the modified six-pa rt model that might highlight cru­
cial moments in the history of 'Hatikvah's' wanderings, figure 2
below.

Folk Song
Pan- European / Diaspora

Signifier 'Folk '
Smetana's j\;fa Vlast

Zionist Song/
National AntheUl

Signifier 'Zion'
Hebrew Prosody

Major Mode
Ce ntral European

(Re )CoUlposed Song
'1\1. Bouin' ~ Naphtali Herz Imber

Figure 2. T emplate for 'Hatikvah ' as a Zionist Song

If the distribution of 'Hatikvah's' melody seems to tell the tale of a
national acoustics that crosses political bord ers and stylistic bound­
aries on its own , the travels of 'Gam Hayom ' ['Day by Day'] tells
the talc of a song whose history was deliberately inscribed to reflect the
spec ific historical path of Zionism. 'Gam Hayom ' appears on the
radar screen of ea rly Zionist history as if it were a folk song circu­
lating in oral tradition on a kibbutz in the Yishuv.l" It has all the
ea rma rks of folk song, but in fact 'Gam H ayom' was composed. Its
text is the work of one of the earliest Hebrew poets Levi Ben-Amitai,
and its melody was crafted by Shalom Postolsky. It appears as a folk

:19 For a detailed discussion of the use of song by the Keren Kayemet see Natan
Sha har , "T he Eretz Israeli Song and the J ewish Nationa l Fund ", in Mend elsohn ,
Modem J ews, op. cit., pp. 78- 91.
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song, not surprisingly, in a songbook published by Jiidischer Verlag
(see App endix figure 8).40 At the same time , however , it appeared
in a different published form , on a postcard printed by the Keren
Kayemet and intended for dissemination in the Diaspora (see Appendix
figure 9).

It was in its postcard version that it caught the att ention of Hans
Nathan (1910-1 989), a Berlin musicologist who had been managing
to lecture and undertake proj ects in J ewish mu sic for the Jiidischer
Kulturbund." Nathan and his Berlin colleagues conceived the stun­
ning idea that the folk-song postcards could be sent further to com­
posers around the world , who might seize the opportunity to compose
a national art song for the Yishuv from whole melodic cloth. 'Gam
Hayom' was sent to Darius Milh aud, the only Sephardic composer
in a distingui shed stable that included Kurt Weill, Aaron Copland,
and Paul Dessau, so that Milh aud could craft a Sephardic inflection
for these shireh chalutrun, 'songs of the pioneers.' That marvelous
composition, which did not appear in print until 1994, appears in
the Appendix of early Zionist songs that accompanies this essay as
figure 10.42

It would hardly be possible to imagine a tale more emblema tic
of the early history of Zionism, a tale that revealed and reveled more
in the unique history of a nation-in-formation. The versions of 'Gam
Hayom' move back and forth between the Yishuv and the Diaspo ra ,
but also across the borders separating genres of folk, popular, and
art song. Such remarkable variation would seem to make a case for
the distinctiveness of J ewishness and the geography of the J ewish
na tion-at least until we look more closely at the melod y. Closer
inspection reveals that the melody is familiar, almost startlingly so,
for there it is again: the melodi c template for 'Hatikvah.'

'Gam Hayom ' even offers alternative solutions for the dilemma of
major or minor mode. In fact, as a composer with conscious ties to
the Sephardic Mediterranean might do ," Darius Milhaud transforms

.0 J acob Schonb erg, Shireh eret; yisrael (Berlin: Judischer Verlag, 1938).
• 1 See Akademie der Kun ste, ed., Ceschlossene Vorstellung: Der judische Kulturbund in

Deutschland 1933-1941 (Berlin: Edition Hen trich, 1992).
"' See Hans Na than, ed., Israeli Folk Music: Songs qf the Early Pioneers (Madison,

Wise.: A-R Editions, 1994), pp . 4-5.
H Darius Milhaud was born into an old Sephardic family in Provence, and he

had intensified his interest in Sephardic music dur ing the 1930s; see his "La musique
juive au Comtat-Venaissin," Musica Hebraica 1-2 (1938), pp. 18- 20.
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the postc ard version he had in front of him (Appendix figure 9), and
he changes it to minor mode, thereby using the alternative variant
in the songbook of the Jiidischer Verlag (Appendix figure 8), which
he was unlikely to have owned. Suddenly, this marvelous song, this
shir chalutnm, collapses a history of diaspora and return that reminds
us- indeed, resembles in so many details-the same history embed­
ded in 'H atikvah.' And it is at this deep level of similari ty that J ewish
nationalism makes its pre senc e known . It is not that these songs
sound J ewish; it is that they sound the nation.

Echoes in the Present: Before and Afler Hebrew Song

As we encounter the songs of early Zionism from the beginning of
the twentieth century, they may at best be echoes of a moment of
song history that came before Hebrew song . In recent years , many
of these songs have entered a performance practice known as 'his­
torical performance,' where they complement other repertories jux­
taposed in postmodern fashion through the revival of klezm er and
Yiddish song. History and histori cism blur togethe r as the past is
remade to fulfill new functions and evoke a new aesthetics of nation­
alism. In their different ways, the songs discussed in this essay and
anthologized in the accompanying appendix provide us with traces
that collapse many histories ofJewish song. It is crucial that we rec­
ognize that they do this also for musical reasons, for they pose meta­
physical questions about J ewish song itself. They pose questions about
the many song histori es that converged to represent and articulate
a specific historic al moment. They ask us to conside r whether that
moment was one of rupture with the past and false starts for the
future. They are mere echoes and not fully sounding, living tradi­
tions, but they possess the narrative symbol ism of echo in midrash,
the stories that emanate outward from other stories. Even in this
way, however , they may well not ring for many years into the future.

One would be hard pressed to pinpoint a single acoustics of na tion­
alism in the modern State of Israel. There have been more than a
few att empts to do so, not least among them the claims that H ebrew
song was the only possible sonic metonym for a na tionalism forged
first by Zionism and then fixed in a modernist aesthetics by the
founders of the State. As modern as Hebrew song might have been ,
the modernist aestheti c of an Israeli acoustics was fragile and artificial



BEFORE HEBREW SONG 43

in its attempt to sound a single, teleological history of the nation. I
do not mean to suggest that what survived was some thing!some­
what postm odern in its juxtap osition of bits and pieces from multi­
ple pasts. Quite the contrary, it was th e rem arkable insight of the
ea rly Zioni st ideologues and aesthe ticians that they recogniz ed that
song provided them with the ideal medium to uncover mul tiple pasts
and to inspire a collective revoicing of those pasts. T he song that
they recovered could not be fitted to an existing nationalist model,
and thus they used it to imagine a nationalism whose resonance
filled the acou stic spaces between and within the Diaspora so that
it, too , could mobilize J ews as their own nati on itself might succee d
in doing. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, just as at the
beginning of the twenti eth century, we can hear the resonance of
that nationalism, but to do so, we perforce mu st listen to history in
different ways in orde r to perceive a nationalism that flourished
before H ebrew song.



APPENDIX

Songs Befine and lifter Hebrew Song-An Anthology from
Early Zionist Anthologies

The songs in this appendix are in man y ways quit e unlike the con­
tents of Zionist songbooks published during the several decades before
and after the founding of Israel, in other words, during the period
from ca. 1930 until ca . 1960. Yiddish and Germ an predomin ate in
the lyrics of the songs in the appendix, as well as in the collections
from which they were taken, whereas H ebrew lyrics are most com­
mon in later Zionist songboo ks. Genre, too, functions in different
ways in the collections from which these songs come. Here we find
an abundance of narrative genres, many of which consciously his­
toricize the J ewish experience in the Diaspora. Na rrative genre makes
occasional appearances in later Zioni st songboo ks as well, but rath er
than narrative songs referring to the history of the Diaspora there
are work songs and lyrical genres that idealize the future .

Those who gathe red the early Zionist songs sought to tap as many
different sources as possible, and to use a surfeit of musical sounds
and melodic models to signify the nation . On one hand, it was cru­
cial to include folk songs, bu t on the other it was vitally important
that these achieve a measure of popularity. Art song, too, often
qualified as proto-Zionist song, especially when it might provide the
telos for a trajectory that began with folk song and passed through
oral popul ar traditi ons. The Songs Bqore and After Hebrew Song, there­
fore, represent a process of transition , a departure and move away
from the canons of European , especially German-langu age, folk music.
In contrast, Zioni st anthologies, almost by definition , have come
alrea dy to represent the canon of the nation.

The songs that follow unfold historically and suggest a certain
chronological tendency, not least an increasingly intensive response
to growing anti-Semitism, which is coupled with a growing aware­
ness of the culture of the Yishuv. The songs cha rt several historical
path s, and as such they reveal that they were respon sive to the
numerous debates within modern Zionism itself about the best means
to resolve the dilemm as facing modern J ewry during the opening
decades of the twentieth century . The intersecting landscapes of the
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Diaspora and the Yishuv also take shape along the borders between
the different song themes and the multiple styles that collectors and
arra ngers ada pted for the songs. The historical and geographical
space between J ewish communities in Eastern Europe and those in
Western Europe is thrown into sharp detail. It is hardly surp rising,
of course, tha t the musical signification of movement between Euro pe
and Israel takes on parti cularly trenchant meaning in ma ny of the
songs.

If trends emerge, non etheless, it is not yet possible to claim that
they converge, even in the songs of the later collections. Rath er than
narrowing the field that nationalist culture might occupy, these songs
broaden it, demonstrating more often th an not an agenda that aims
to be inclusive and capacious. Wh en H ebrew song came to domi­
nate the field after 1940 , it would signify a shift toward more the
pragmatic and arguably a shift from inclusiveness to exclusivity. What
came before and what came after Hebrew song were about as different
as possible.
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Songs Before & After Hebrew Song

Philip V. Bohlman
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Folk Song
Yiddish and German

Popular Song
Urban song & Yiddish stage

Political Song
Labor and workers' songs

Song/Gesang

Hazzanut
Cantors & Sacred Composers

Mystical Song
Hassidic niggun and dance

Synagogengesang
Paraliturgical & Extraliturgical Song

Figure 3. The Calculus of 'Song'

Ha.a.r wa.r rein g-e'
Wei. Ie spa > ziern a.ur grii.ner
Leu. te, wolltsl du &U1' grii .ner

>-
die
Ach
Wa..

:>

1. Es war ei -ne stol.re Jii. din , ein ';'"Un. del",. scho .ne
2 . 'Ach Mut· ter , lie · be Mut • ter.mein Kopr tut·_ mir .ci
8. •: Ach Tom·ter. H~r. zen • • loth • ter, da s k1n und _dArrnichl

Weib ,
weh .
sein.

p

nocll.ten, zum 'Th.nz wa.rsie be • rei! , _ rum Ta.nz: war sie be • re il .
Hel • de, big da.ss mir bes-ser wird,_ big da.ss mir bes-ser wird!'
Hei • de a.l • le in spa-aie -r-en gehn._ a l • lein spa.-zie .ren gehn!"

piu P r
Figure 4. 'Die J udin '- arranged by Max Friedlander



48 PHILIP V . BO H LMAN

1

fljj

0.1 '1. 6 ..:r ri 'l\! Iclio.1It Jii . bin, ein1ll1In~lclio.ntS lD,ib, bi, flail ri.1It Ic!lo.lIt
fljj

10.1 .
I~ :# .- ·:j:i • I . _. 1- .r ...

--:

II " -
v

1tocli·ur, basljaartDarl!l r 9" f!oc!l ' hn,3um1[an3tDarfit b, . reit.
fl jj - '.'''.1:' .-:-- _

0.1 .. . ... _-l: _: • .. 4-

I~
'-:' \1- ---- ~Str.

: - "-../

Figure 5. 'Die J tidin'- arranged by J ohannes Brahms
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a wun - der - scho - nes Weib,
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die hat - te ei - ne Toch ter,

~ JE¥§. J5 "f :1
............. ;;;;;;;"

zum Too war sie be - reit.

Figure 6. 'Es war amol a j tidin'- 'O nce T here Was a J ewish Woman'
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I. Es war amol a Judin,
a wunderschones Weib,
die hatte eine Tochter,
zum Tod war sie bereit.

2. 'Ach Mutter, liebste Mutter,
mir tut der Kopf so weh,
laBmich eine k1eine Weile
spazieren gehn am See.'

3. 'Ach Tochter, liebste Tochter,
allein darfst du nicht gehn,
sags deinem altern Briiderlein,
er wird schon mit dir gehn.'

4. 'Ach Mutter, liebe Mutter,
mein Briiderlein ist zu klein,
er schieBetaIle Voglein,
die in den Luften sein.'

5. 'Ach Tochter, liebe Tochter,
allein darfst du nicht gehn,
sags deinem einzigen Schwesterlein,
die wird schon mit dir gehn.'

6. ' Ach Mutter, Hebe Mutter,
mein Schwesterlein ist zu klein,
sie pfluckt ja aile Bliimelein,
die an dem Wege sein.'

7. Die Mutter fie! in Schlummer ,
die Tochter ging aIlein,
sie ging solang spazieren,
bis sie zum Fischer kam.

8. 'Guten Morgen, lieber Fischer,
was fischest du in aller Fruh?'
'Ich suche des Konigs allerjiingsten Sohn,

der hier ertrunken ist.'

49

Once there was a Jewish woman ,
a wonderful woman,
who had a daughter,
and she was ready to die.

'0 mother, dearest mother,
I have such a headache,
let me for a little while
go for a walk along the sea.'

'0 daughter, dearest daughter,
you may not go alone,
tell your older brother,
he should go with you .'

'0 mother , dear mother,
my brother is too small ,
he will shoot all the birds,
that are flying in the sky.'

'0 daughter , dear daughter ,
you may not go alone ,
tell your only sister,
she should go with you.'

'0 mother , dear mother,
my sister is too small ,
she will pick all the flowers,
that grow along the way.'

The mother fell asleep,
the daughter went alone ,
she went so long on her walk,
until she came to the fisherman.

'Good morning, dear fisherman,
for what are you fishing so early?'
'I'm looking for the youngest son

of the king,
who drowned here.'
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9. Da gab sie ihm ein Ringlein
aus allerfeinstem Gold,
da gab sie ihm ein Ringlein:
'Das soli dein eigen sein.'

PHILI P V. BOHLMAN

She gave him a ring
made of the best gold there was,
she gave him a ring:
'This should belong to you. '

10. Dann stieg sie auf die Mauer,
stnrzt hinab in den kuhlen See:
' Leb wohl du liebe Heimat,
wir sehn uns nimmermehr! '

Then she climbed on the wall,
fell into the cold sea:
'Farewell, you dear home,
we'll never see each other again!'

Source for Figure 6: Sung by Luise and Mina Federspiel in Hochst am Bodensee,
Vorarlber g, Austria in 1960; transcribed by Josef Bitsche; in the Deutsches
Volksliedarchiv = A 208485 . Published in Jurgen Dittmar and Wiegand Stief, eds.,
Deutsche Volkslieder mit ihren Melodien: Balladen, Vol. 9 (Freiburg im Breisgau:
Deutsches Volks liedarchiv, 1992), pp. 56- 57.

Folk Song
Pan-EuropeanJDiaspora

Minor Mode
East European & Jewish

Signifier 'Zion'
Hebrew Prosody

Zionist Song/
National Anthem

Signifier 'Folk'
Smetana's Ma Vlast

Major Mode
Central European

(Re)Composed Song
'M. Bouin' 7 Naphtali Herz Imber

Figure 7. Template for 'Hatikvah' as a Zionist Song
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Figure 8. 'Gam Hayom'- J acob Schonberg, Shireh etet; yisrael, 1st cd.
(Berlin: J udischer Verlag, 1938), 48-50.
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oN 65

I!:l"l; n hl(1N ~"P- c~l rl<tlr~ e7M111 II! " As 'eh wollt gebatdem Keissers Eizres. ~r,p ntN~ T"'l . ~ mit saia gause Melyche,
c~ '11~ "I"Q '"~ 1"1 e'~ "IN} CK~ e~H'J ! Wollt dos gor nit sain bai mir asei
,l"lI'J'~ II greis niche,.1!:l.f'7 I"'tl I l"lI'J'~ ~ '"~ 1:9?'; \"I 'n it Wie du binst mir niche main Licht,! rT l"'O : main 8chainl
Vl¥'fl " ,-';J'~ J'"Q '\'1 "V! "lY1 "l'~ It! . As ich derseh dir, mein ieh-d ie
! l~ I'~ 107V'J ! ganze Went is mainl, '~'i', l"t;l , ~K~tV ''~'p. l"'O ,ql'~ i Schlof, main Kind, schl,·f main Kind,

! 'tllV~ 1"1 JIK 1~t1~'\ '\"Q 1091l<1 i 8011st mir ruhen un sain gesund!

As du liegst un schlofs t in daln
Wiegel,

Steihen gute Malochim un badecken
dir mit seier Fligel.

Du main Kind, binst main Licht,
, main Schaio,

Mit dir will ich meinen-die gaoze
Welt is mainl

Schlof, main Kiod etc.

Aile Brilljanten un alle Antiken
Keonen doch main Harz asei viel nit

erquicken,
Wie viel do lhust erquickeo, main

Licht, maio Schain,
Mit dir will ich meinea, as die gaoze

. Welt is waiol
Schlol, main Kind etc.

,e1" )"g ,W''Ri¥ e9t';lIe ~, ;'P "l '
,1"" J"'Q i
e~v\, Vl~~ '1 I~ , IVr'Q ';J'tI " " '\'1 I:llQ :
! l"'O 1'/$ it

" , ,I .1'1 ' ?,p, I'"Q ,~'r:t !

Ii
I 'r~"} }"1 r~ r9~:-:~o/ JIN I:~r' I' I:: ~

"l'1 lPP.1I1N~ JII< c'·;)l~7~ V~t1 JVvYr:lW '
•;V~'7~ "!V'"11:l'l;) . ':
""'" I:l;l" ""'" 100)'''' I ')':'1 I"'" ~, :I· , • • I" I; '" ; r- .. , J

,I· I
l::l7YlJ ~HN~ '1 - iVr Q '1'1:1 "'l '\'1 I:l'l;) r
I~ I'~ i

.n .1 •K ' 4'1'. r't:l .~1<1"/ \
I',rnvm 10'4 "~'p. ON1 rl<y V~N~ "IV,! [ Der Tate hot dos Kind nit gelernt,•~i~i I:NO 1:l11~ CK'~ ~ wos Gott hot geboten,lV~V?? lO7YO "'lV~ V~ t)'1ll c9'I:I ·I~1? 1:lV'~ !1 Wet men ihm auf jener Welt brennen

; lli~K~ ~N . I: un broten;TV11 'Vr 1 r~ ,,~"p. ' ~'? I"Q ,~, JIK ! D.n du, main !ieb ~ind, mit daine
1l;:J'Q '1'1 1:l~?I<J I Zl~kes sollst SIC~ mihen .. JV~ ~~ C';'l:! CU.1'~ IIi) lVl;Kla r'1 i Dain TatenvunGeh nem arausmaiehen.

." .1 ,K 'tp. 1'''P 19K~~ i Sehlof, main Kind etc.

lVP" !?),1! V~::! JI.'l iV~?N~1'"P. V~1j ;'
, Jvp.'W~13t e'~ "~ ';r~ r~lJ}"g iJNl IV~VP. .

- 62 -

Figure 11 . 'Schlof, main Kind '- Saul 1\ 1. Ginsburg and Pesach M. Marek,
Evreiskie narodnye pesni v Rossii (St. Petersburg: Voskhod, 190 I), pp. 62-63.
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65 rfJ!M '\H.M

Q)efumlllcrt unb t10U B1Nifdli bleiG' id) flel)n :
.pier ful)rt tier eine ~eg unb bert tier cnorc.
Qion ohm I)or' id) einc 6timmc fd)aUcn: ,,~antlrc! "­
,,'2Ilic ou bc~el)lfl, mcin .pm - Dod) 11.10, 11.10 [ell

id) gcl)n?

3d) lNia nid)t, n1dd)cl' Sfficg mid) fill)rt tI,1I)in,
~o cnNid) meine 60nnc I)cU ltlit'D fd)cincn,
<;mo Od) in fiche Die ®ctreuen oUe einen,
3d) ltleia nichl. ltldd)cr '2Ileg mid) ful)rl tlol)in.

~~ flopft mcin S~crl, id) bin fo In\cifdlibonq.
5toum trag' id) mebr bie 3'dl)rnie unb Q)cfd:>n\erbe,
5\'oum I)ebt mein ltlonDcrmuber 3'ua Od) non .ber Q:rtle,
llnb bcibe ~cge fimben fd)ltlmn ~ang." •.•

~oc!): ,,~onbre!" ruft's. ~al)ob' id) mid) ermnnnt:
,,~cl)' id) [um Bid? ~crb' id) im ~eg' irren?
60 mogfl bu, Q3otcr, berm Dic I}}fabc mircntmirren ­
3m gebe mid), mcin ~ott, in bcine S~antl .

~u ftil)rtefl mid) Dminfl bllrd) l))?ecrc5~ut
tlnb bal)ntefl mir Durd) '2Ilul1meien 6traacn,

[)a~ molf be~ S~errn.

Figure 12. 'Das Volk des Herrn'-Morris Rosenfeld, Lieder des Ghetto,
illustration s by E.N!. Lilien, 6th ed. (Berlin: Benjamin Harz, 1902), p. 65.
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Figure 14. ' Ein Gesan g des Berditschewer Reben '- Fritz Mordechai
Kaufm ann, Die schiinsten Lieder der Ostjuden, l st ed. (Berlin: J udischer Verlag,

1920), pp. 17- 18.
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140. Ein anderes Wiegenlied.
Anfgezeicbnet von demselben,

J J I I - I
~

je - nem Haj!

LlInga&UL

~~d;;J' )1 JI 1~~~~~l!E _,~
Schlajf Le- me - lebn echlajf, dort in

Ste-ben !:WaSchi-fe-Iacb wei- sse 'n wil-len mei Jin - ge-le bei- seeu,

f; r I J kb¥2; J I J J JI b f[§#I J #I

KUmmt der Hal. ter mit der Gel-gu, tut de Scba ·fe-lach ~-

f; J J J J Ii)' J JI ;' ~ I JI .b J' )' J@
(,ammen-trei-ben, La-fen de Sch ii-fe-lach 'ns Fel-de -Ie e rein,

'n tUn each e Rit • se - Ie ille Fi - sae - Ie e • rein.

Scbrein de Schii - fe • tach me - e, ~cbrei • en de

Scbi. fe - Iach bee. Schl_jf Jin· ge - Ie, achlajf,
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•

f'• I Jr
-'-- -

.cbl_jf,
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f, h!g~~: E~~~~
'..,." ~

Ji;;"r - ge - le achlajf. Schlajf Jill • ge· le achlajf.

2.. lkbajf Lemele be .chlaif n, ....... bia: alehen zwei Schafela.ch ecb...-ane
Dod willro mrl J iogele baaen u, a. 'W.

s. &oblajf ~elebD acblaj! u. .. ..... bis : .-!.eben !:Wei Schsfelach blsue
und willeD mel JiDge1e baneu,

so-

Figure 16. 'Ein anderes Wiegenlied '-Max Grunwald, Mattersdoif (Berlin:
Benj amin Harz, 1925.
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IZum Spielen und Singen fur Kinder I

~\BI

J
dam !

1. Gad, Efraim, Chaim, Dan,
Auf, wir wollen in den Garten!
Stellt euch auf in Reih' und Glied
Wie Soldaten, vorwarts, marsch!
Eins, zwe i, halt! E ins, zwei, halt!

2.' H and zur Seite, Rucken grade!
Achtet gut auf eure Schritte!
Jeder nur marschiere aufr echt!
Rieht' euch , schreitet fest und schnell'
Eins, zwei, halt! Eins, zwei, halt!

3. Sonne brennt wie Ofen glut ,
SchweiB von jedem Haupte rinnt;
Aber schweigt! Hand auf den Mund!
W er wird brummen an solchern Tag ?
E ins, zwei, halt! Eins, zwei, halt!

,p ,c~~rt ,e~1~ ,j~.1

IHtt 'tl It~~ ,"~';I
~i7;;, ,~ ,c~:t~1 m~~

! ~:l' c~"n:ll
!e:' c~r:nzi nnlt !c:, e~l'Illi' nn~' - .

', .,.'-- '··1'· ...

,'~ :n~;i;;:1 ,jog ';? '; .2
:l~ ~%)~~ C;~~~?~

ri'~ :J?~ n~~~~;p p~

Illi~J:I ~'~J ,,~) ~'J!i~

... nlJ~

,lli~ '~~lJf ,!';;n lli';l~.s

,dlt' 'f;l nr! '~I;l
!n~?"I; hlli~")~lJ ;r~

?nH C;~f 12iltI;l~ ~~

... nlJ~

A us : c"""'1"1:;n .,~o vo n A .Z. Ide1sohn j berausge, . vorn Hilf' sverein der d eut schen Juden,Berli n tQ12

Ha w .. na.sc:hira!

Figure 17. 'Wanderlied fur Kind er '-Joseph J acobsen and Erwin J ospe,
Hawa naschira! (Au]! LajJt uns singenl}, (Leipzig/ Hamburg: Anton J. Benjamin ,

1935).





RADIO AND THE SHAPING OF MODERN ISRAEL,
1936-1973

Derek Jonathan Penslar
University of Toronto

In the early 1980's, studies of nationa l identity-formation (e.g., Benedict
Anderson 's Imagined Communities and Ernest Gelln er 's Nations and
Nationalism) emphasized the importance of the printed, vernacular
text as a source and manifestation of modern nationalism. A deca de
later, scholars such as Ann e McClintock and Prasenjit Duara took
issue with this stress on literacy and looked instead to symbolic rites
and icons as the primary agents, throughout mu ch of the world , of
national self-consciousness. I This article intends to explore a third
force behind the modern nation , a force more imm ediate than the
printed linguistic sign and yet more abstract than the ritualized image.

Radio broadcasting, which becam e widespread during the inter­
war period, played a powerful role in many national movement s,
including the Zionist project. Radio was especially central to Israeli
nation-building because television broadcasting only began in 1968,
some two decades after its onset in North America and Europe.
Thus during the 1950's and 1960's, when inhabitants of the Western
world increasingly interpreted world events through the medium of
television , Israelis remained glued to the wireless, a World War 11­
era communications medium that foster ed a mobili zed and mili­
tari stic political culture .

This article offers a brief history of Israeli radio from its incep­
tion in 1936 through the 1973 Arab-Israeli war. The bulk of the
article focuses on the relationship between communications technol­
ogy and politics over the period 1948-65, between the crea tion of

I Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London and New York: Verson, 1983);
Ernest Gellner, Nations andNationalism (Ithaca: Corn ell University Press, 1983); Anne
McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Conquest (New
York and Lond on: Routledge, 1995), pp . 352- 89; Prasenj it Duara, Rescuing History
from the Nation: Q!!estioning Narratives ofModern China (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1995).
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the state and the establishment of the semi-autonomous Israel Broadcast
Authority [IBAl During this seminal period, Israel radi o was directly
under the control of the Prim e Minister 's Office, and its function as
a vehicle of nation-building was parti cularly prominent. The article
also examines the relationship between radio and television during
the latter 's introduction du ring the late 1960's. T hrough this intro­
du ction to the history of the Israeli electronic media, I hope to
address two sorts of important questions . The first have to do with
the use and effectiveness of the electronic media as instruments of
nationalization upon Israel 's populace, and by extension, upon the
peoples of other states in the mid twentieth century. The second
concern the nature and limits of statist hegemony during Israel's first
twenty five years.

Studying the history of radio presents unu sual methodological chal­
lenges. Radio broadcasts, the most ephemeral of the mass media,
have been preserved far less often and less securely than television
or film, let alone print. Magnetic tape deteriorates after a few decades.
Moreover , when recorded sources are available, the shee r quantity
of radio transmission overwhelms the individual scholar. All too often ,
radio history relies on relatively accessible and straightforward, though
highly biased, published memoirs, which promote the production of
institutional history as opposed to cultural analysis.

In Israel, all these problems have been accentuate d by stra ight­
ened circumstances and cultural constraints. Starved for fund s, IBA
technicians have periodically erased programs when they had a last­
minu te need for recording tape . The IBA's sound arc hive is all but
inaccessible to scholars (although, fortunately , hundreds of old Israeli
radio and television programmes are available at Harvard University's
Wid ener Library). The positivist and conservative bent of traditional
Israeli scholarship has inhibited Israeli historians from writin g on the
ma ss media. T o be sure, there is a sizeable literature on Israeli broad­
casting , but most of it is the work of sociologists and communica­
tions specialists, often form er broadcasters, who base their findings
on personal and professional experience ra ther than archival research."

1 See Dan Caspi and Yehiel Limor, TIe in/ Outsiders: Mass Media in israel (Creskill,
New J ersey, 1999); Amit Schejter, "Media Policy as Social Regulato ry Policy: The
Role of Broadcasting in Shapi ng National Cult ure in Israel," Ph.D. dissertation,
Ru tgers University, 1995; Elihu Katz, 'Television Comes to the People of the Book,"
The Use and Abuse qf Social Science, ed. David Horowitz (New Brunswick, New J ersey:
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Oral history, in the form of interviews with broadcasters and politi­
cians , is a valuable source, but one that must be employed cau­
tiously, for informants view past events and their relationship to them
from idiosyncratic and ever-changing perspectives. Thus despit e the
overcrowding of the Israeli historiographical landscape, we are ven­
turing into terrain that is if not unknown, at least poorly mapped.
Here I can offer an at best partial clarification.

There is nothing unusual about the Israeli government's strong
hand over radio broadcasting during the state's first decades. From
its inception in the 1920's, radio was, in most lands, heavily regu­
lated, and even controlled , by state government. To be sure, there
was the spectacular exception of the United States, where radio
broadcasting was fund ed and programming determined entirely by
private entrepreneurs. The situation was similar in many South
American countries and in, of all places, Republican Shanghai, where
station-owners grew wealthy from advertising luxury consumer goods
while paying lip service to the spartan values of the Guomindang's
quasi-fascist New Life Movement. ' In Germany and Italy, radio
broadcasting began within a framework of government concessions
to an oligopoly of private companies, but it was nationalized in these
lands in 1932 and 1934 respectively." To be sure , these last two
examples may provoke disquiet, since radio was exploited as a key

T ransaction, 1971), pp. 249-71 ; and T amar Liebes, "Performing a Dream and its
Dissolution : A Social History of Broadcasting in Israel ," De-Westernizing Media Studies,

J ames Curran and Myung:Jin Park , eds. (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 305~23.

Many useful sources are in Hebrew: Zvi Gil, "Mi-Kol Yerushalayim ' le-Kol Yisra'el"
(1950); Emtsa'ei tikshoret hamonim be-Yisra'el, Dan Caspi and Yehiel Limor, eds. (T el
Aviv: Open University of Israel, 1998), pp . 235~50 ; idem , Bet ha-yahalomim: sipur ha­
televi;:,yah ha-yisre'elit (T el-Aviv: Sifriyat Po'alim , 1986); Raphael Mann and Tsipi Gon­
Gross, Galei Tsahal kol ha-zeman (Tel Aviv: Ministry of Defense, 1992); Nathan Cohen,
Ha-'emdah ha-tsiburit shel ha-shidur be-Yisra'el, unpublished ms. commission ed by the
Israeli Democracy Institute, J erusalem, 1993.

3 For the United States, see Douglas B. Craig, Fireside Politics: Radio and Culture
in the United States, 1920~1940 (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2000); for Latin America see Michael Nelson Miller, Red, HIJzite, and Green:
Ike Maturing if Mexicanidad, 1940-46 (EI Paso: Texas Western Press, 1998), pp .
65-85, and Joy Elizabeth Hayes, Radio Nation: Communication, Popular Culture, and
Nationalism in Mexico, 1920-1950 (T ucson: University of Arizona Press, 2000); for
Chin a see Carlton Benson, "T he Manipulation of Tanci in Radio Shanghai During
the 1930's," Republican China, XX, 2 (1995): 116~46 .

+ Franco Monteleone, La radio italiana nel periodo fascista (Venice: Marsilio, 1976);
Kate Lacey, Feminine Frequencies: Gender, German Radio and the Public Sphere, 1923-1945
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996), pp . 31- 35, 48-53.
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source of nationalist mobilization by the late Weimar regime and
Italian fascist governments. Lest one associate government control
over radio with fascism, however , bear in mind that the single most
important model for Israel radi o was the British Broadcasting Cor­
poration, not Die Deutsche Welle. From the BBC's founding in 1923,
the Postmaster General retained ultimate control over radio . During
the General Strike of 1926 , the Postmaster instructed the BBC not
to broadcast its opinions, or any comment whatsoever on the strike,
other than government- supplied news. The government's manipula­
tion of radio strengthened imm easurably during the second World
War, when the BBC becam e a mouthpiece for the Ministry of
Information." Thus even in demo cratic, western countries, radio was
yoked to the interests of the state, especially in times of crisis. The
conceptual parallels with the young state of Israel are obvious .

The link between the BBC and Israel radio was more than con­
ceptual. Israel radio was the child of two ill-matched parents: the
Mandatory regim e's Palestine Broadcast Service, found ed in 1936,
and the underground radio stations of the Haganah and oth er resis­
tan ce movement s. The former was an essential component of the
British Empire's middl e eastern propaganda network, who se Arabic
Service countered Arab-language broad casts from the Soviet Union
and fascist Italy." The Mandatory regime conceived of radio as an
effective instrument of both crowd control and mass education among
a largely illiterate populace. (T hus the PBS' technicians were imported
from the Punjab, where they had gained experience using radio to
pacify the restive population and combat Soviet broadcasts.)? Like
so many oth er aspects of the Mandatory infrastru cture, however ,
developments intended primarily to benefit Palestine's Arabs actu­
ally were of greater value to the J ews. Hebrew programming was,

j J am es Woods, History qf International Broadcasting (Stevenage: Peter Peregrinu s in
association with the Science Mu seum , 1992), pp . 31- 54; David Cardigg and Paddy
Scannell, "Broadasting an d National Unity," Impacts and Influences: Essays on Media
Power in the Twentieth Century, eds. J am es Cur ra n, Anthony Smith, and Pauline
Wingate! (London and New York: Methu en , 1987), pp . 156-73; Asa Briggs, "British
Radio Before 1939: An Approach to its History," Talk About Radio: Towards a Social
History cfRadio, ed. Theo Maeusli (Zurich: Chro nos, 1999), pp . 49-58.

G Wood, History ofInternational Broadcasting, pp . 2, 38.
7 T hanks to Eytan Almog, director of Kol Yisra 'e!'s First Program , for this infor­

mation , based on his ongoing research on the history of radio in Mandatory Palestine.
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from the start, an integral part of the PBS. And during the 1930's,
J ews owned three fourths of Palestine's radio receivers."

The oth er source of Israel radio , the underground radio stations
of the Zionist militias, points to the power of radio to subvert as
well as solidify state pow er. Radio is the least sophisticated and
expensive, as well as the most portable, of the electronic media.
Pirate radio stations, which proliferate in today's Israel, have long
been among the most important means by which resistance move­
ments disseminate their message to the world ." During the Israeli
War of Independence, the Haganah, the largest of the militias, oper­
ated a radio station known as Ko! Yisra'el (as oppos ed to the H ebrew
component of the PBS, Kol Yerushalayuni, which issued a steady stream
of English-language propaganda broadcasts, directed at the British
military in Haifa.

Kol Yisrael was a techn ically soph isticated operation, featuring, in
addition to a fleet of techni cians and broadcasters, a public opinion
unit that carried out numerous listeners ' surveys, even in the heat
of battle. Operating from a ramshackle station in Tel Aviv, Kal Yisrael
broadcast Israel 's Declaration of Independence in May 1948. This
broadcast was itself a triumph of the classic Zionist values of resource­
fulness, ingenu ity, and sang-froid. The PBS' chief transmitter was in
Ram allah, which fell into Jordanian hands when the British with­
drew in May. Mordechai Avida and oth er radio techni cians had to
construc t a transmitter by hand, using locally available parts, in Tel
Aviv, and it was this frail transmitter that issued the State of Israel's
first broadcast." The heroism of the underground broadcasters, the
deaths of several of them during the war, and, perhaps most impor­
tan t, the dissemination over the ether of the spoken Hebrew word

8 O n the Palestine Broadcast Service, see Gil, "Mi-Kol Yerushalayim' le-'Kol
Ysra'e l." ' ; Mordechai Avida, "Sheloshet Ha-kolot," in 'Al itona'im ve-'itona'ut: 'arba'im
shanah le-agudat ha-'itona'im bi-yerushalyim, ed. Yitzhak T ishler (Jerusalem: Y. Tal, 1976),
pp . 89- 103, and Edwin Samu el, A Lifetime in J erusalem (London: Vallentine, Mitchell,
1970), pp. 1 98~21O . For statistics on radio ownership, see Akiva Zimmerman, "Ha­
galgal'-'iton ha-radio ha-mand ator i," Kesher 21 (1997), p. 112.

9 For the history of underground .Jewish radio in Mandatory Palestine, see the
sources cited in Note 8. O n contemporary pirate radio in Israel, see Yehiel Limor,
"Ha-galim ha-so'crim shel ha-radio ha-pirati be-Yisra'el," (1996), in Emtsa'ei tikhshoret
hamonim be-Yisra'el, eds Caspi and Limor , pp. 25 1-74.

10 Mordechai Avida, "Broadcasting in Israel," Middle Eastern A.ffO.irs (November
1952): 323-24.
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led to an exaltation of ha-shidur ha-um. Hebrew broadcasting com­
bin ed a celebra tion of the Hebrew revival and Zionist ingenuity.

The cent ral Zionist political leader of the interwar period , David
Ben-Gurion , develop ed a fascination with radi o as early as 1923.
Drawn by Lenin 's claim that radio would be the newspaper of tomor­
row, Ben-Gurion directed the Histadrut to establish a Radio Institute,
staffed, appropria tely enough, by J ewish technicians from the Soviet
Union. In 1932, one of these technicians, Mendel Abra movitch,
established Palestine's first Hebrew station, a short-lived commercial
venture that broadcast during the Levant Trad e Fair of that yea r.
At that time Ben-Gurion gave his first radi o address. I I Once Israel
was established, with at least 90,000 radios in a population of 650,000,
Ben-Gurion and his acolytes eage rly undertook the exploitation of
radio as an instrument of nat ion-bui lding and the mobilization of
the Diaspora."

The significance of the radio to population ratio- at least one to
seven- in Israel in 1948 becomes clea r when we realize that in that
same year, there were only eight radios in the entire Arab village
of Umm el Fahum, one of the largest in Israel, and often there was
on ly one rad io per village, in the local cafe." Israeli J ews in 1948
were far ahead in radio ownership of any of its neighbors. (As late
as 1975, in Egyp t there were only about 130 radios per thousand,
and only 49 per tho usand in Asia as a whole.)!' Unlike post-1945
developing countries, where radio was int roduced before the spread
of mass literacy and educa tion and the development of national infra­
structure, in the Israel of 1948 many of these factors were in place.
As will be explained towards the end of this article, this state of
affairs increased , ra ther than marginalised , the role of radio as an
instrument of nationalization in Israel.

II Etan Almog, "T ahanat rad io eretz-yisre' clit le-mishloach: tahanat ha-'ivrit har­
ishonah ba-'olam ," Kesher 20 (1996): 66-8 1.

I ; For radio ownership in 1948, see the letter from the Broadcast Service of the
Israeli Provisional Governm ent to the Performing Rights Society, London, 3 August
1948, in Israel State Archive, Archive of the Israel Broadcast Author ity, Section
45g (hereafter, ISA) 499171/g.

1:\ Letter of Sha lom Bar-H aim director of Kol Yisra'el's Arab ic Service, to
Menachem Solieli, director of broadcas ting, dat ed 2 1 November 1949, in ISA
50 1115/g.

); Elibu Katz and George Wedell, Broadcasting in the Third World: Promise and
Performance (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Universi ty Press, 1977), pp. 59 , 6 1-62,
T able A-4 at end.



RADIO Al'\lD THE SHAP IN G O F MODERN ISRAEL, 1936-1 973 67

Under Israel 's Provisional Government of 1948- 49, radi o was
und er the aegis of the Int erior Mini stry, but und er the state it moved
into the Prime Minister's Office, where it remained, having assumed
the nam e of the H agan ah 's station, Kol Yisrael, until the establish­
ment of the IBA in 1965. (T he placement of radio directly within
the office of the Prime Mini ster or ruling council was a common
practice in the Middle East during the 1950's, e.g., Egypt , Syria,
Iran .)" Israel had one central radio station, Reshet Alef. Reshet Bet
was devoted solely to immigrant programming until 1960, when a
so-called "light program " of entertainment and music was introduced,
finan ced by commercials. Galei Tsahal, the army radio station, was
set up in 1950, but its broadcast hours and influence were highly
limited until the mid-fifl 's."

Responsibility over radio was entrusted to activists in the ruling
party, Mapai, or with Map ai sympathizers, or coalition partners.
During the 1950's, Ben-Gurion 's personal secretary , Yitzhak Navon ,
and the dir ector-general of the PMO, T eddy Kollek, interven ed
directly in broadcasting, particularly of news items. On at least one
occasion, Navon transmitted to the director of news, H anoch Givton,
Ben-Gurion 's instructions how the politi cal scandal known as the
Lavon Affair should be reported on the air. Moshe Sharrett , as both
foreign and prime minister , had a similarly proprietary att itude
towards state radio: in 1954, he bungled a speech delivered to the
Knesset and re-recorded it in the radio studio, which broad cast it
as it if had come from the Kn esset floor. 17

Ben Gurian disliked radio news magazin es as too expansive and
liable to indulge in criticism of government policy. In 1948, news
broadcasting was limited to five brief bulletins daily. A decad e later,
political commentary was limited to two five-minute segments per
week, offered by Binyamin Eliav, who led a small right-wing faction
that was loyal to Map ai." (Some of the best-known features of today 's

15 See Yahya R . Kamalipour and Hamid Mowla na, eds., Mass Media in the Middle
East: A Comprehensive Handbook (Westport, Conn.: Gr eenwood, 1994), pp . 65, 80, 101,
264.

16 Eliezer Shmueli, "Ga lei T saha l be-ma'aleh ha-derekh," in Al 'itonim ve-'itonut,
ed. T ishler (Je rusalem, 1976): 133- 34.

17 Galnoor , Steering the Polity, p. 246; Cohen, Mo'amadha-shidur ha-tsiburi be-yisra'el,
pp. 307- 09; Interview with Haim Yavi n, a veteran Israeli radio and television broad­
caster , and, since 1968, anc hor of Israel T elevision's nightly news program Mabat,
Tel Aviv, 4 J une 2001.

18 "Halukat hashidurim lefi hamatsav beyom 1.12.57," ISA 6862/048(1).
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Israel radio , such as frequent news bulletins and lengthy news mag­
azines, were introduced only in the late 1960s and early 1970's, in
reaction to the exigencies of war and the competition presented by
television.)

By and large, censorship of radio broadcasting was far stronger
in the realms of foreign than dom estic affairs. Israel radio provided
either disinformation (lies), or no news at all, at the time of crucial
events such as the Israel i military raid on the West Bank village of
Kibya in 1953, the J ewish spy network in Egypt in 1954, collusion
with Britain and France prior to the Suez crisis, the massacre of
Arab civilians by Israeli soldiers in the village of Kafr Kassem dur­
ing the 1956 war, or the aforementioned Lavon Affair, which even­
tually brought down Ben-Gurion .!? In 1959 Israel Radio broadcast
a program marking the tenth anniversary of the signing of the Rhodes
cease-fire agreements. Although the Kibya raid is mentioned , as is
the controversy it provoked, its allegedly salutary benefits are empha­
sized; and it is immediately linked with the sacrosanct Israel Defense
Force as the first bona fide operation of the post-war army. The
1956 Sinai invasion is described with no reference to Anglo-French
involvement; the intern ation al dimension is dismissed by a vague
comment about "intervention by grea t powers that didn 't understand
our position or that wished us ill " that have kept Israel from benefit­
ing from the 1956 action. "Who knows," concludes the program
announcer, "what [our enemies] will dare to do tomorrow."?"

The glorification of govern ment security policy was the product
as mu ch of voluntary self-censorship as state-imposed control, for the
independent print media followed a similar line, often accepting gov­
ernment briefings as gospel, and refusing to report on matters deemed
by the government to be essential to na tional security. The conduit
between the Israeli government and the media was the Israel Editors'
Committee, which during the 1950's and 60's refused to accept rep­
resent atives from the broadcast media, arguing that they were gov­
ernme nt employees rather than ind ependent journalists." Ironically,
although the Defense Minist ry's censorship regula tions were so impos­
ing as to virtually throttle any reporting about military or diplomatic

19 Galnoor, Steering the Polity, pp . 228-230, 237.
'0 Harvard University, Kol Yisrael radio program collection, J CKY 2 11.
21 Caspi and Limor, The In/ Outsiders, pp. 213- 22, 226- 28.



RADIO AL"<D THE SHAPING OF MODERN ISRAEL, 1936-1973 69

affairs, Israeli radio-a government agency-frequently overlooked
the regulations . The chief reason for the violations was the break­
neck nature of radio broadcasting, particularly live feeds, which did
not allow time to go up the bureau cratic chain of command for
clearan ce. Wh en criticized by the military censor, the directors of
Kol Yisrael responded unapologetically, and, so far as I have been
able to det ermine, no Ko l Yisrael employee was sacked or repri­
manded for violating the censorship regulations." In some ways,
noted Kol Yisrael director Hanoch Givton in 1961, Israel radio was
more independent than the print media, for the latt er were private
entities against which legal threats could be made and sanctions
levied , whereas the former was, as an agent of the state, inviolable ."

However powerful externally or self-imposed censorship may have
been, they did not exclude public discussion of security issues in the
press. Far from it: in 1949, the mu ckraking newspaper Ha-iolam Ha­
zeh publicized the expulsions of Arabs during Israel's War of Inde­
pendence. During the early 1950s, the issue of infiltrati on by Arabs
across Israel 's borders and Israel 's appropriate respon se thereto was
hotly debated , and the leftist Israeli press openly criticized Ben­
Gurion's harsh retaliatory policies. Ben-Gurion grumbled that the
press should be an educational tool, responsible to state authority,
and he tried to shut down the communist newspap er Kol Ha/Am,
but the Israeli Supreme Court overruled him . A fortiori, in dom es­
tic affairs such as immigration policy there was no censorship or
even self-censorship to speak of. In the early 1950s, even Mapai's
own mouthpiece, Davar, criticized the government's promotion of
mass immigration for bankrupting the stat e and diluting its Zioni st
spirit with , to use the term employed at the time , "human dust.'? "

Similarly, the state -opera ted radio venture d into sensitive terrain.
In the early 1960's, the program "Zot ba'ayatkhah" (It' s Your Problem)

12 See the military censorship regulations, dated Av 5711 (1951) in ISA 6863/4 14.
T here are num erous letters in the file, dated between 1956 and 1959, in which the
military censors complain about the broadcaste rs' violation of the regulations, and
the broadcasters defend themselves.

23 Memorandum from the Broadcast Service directorship to all employees regard­
ing censorship, 23 May 1961, ISA 6863/414.

H T om Segev, 1949: The First Israelis (New York: Macmillan, 1986), pp . 62, 219,
285-86; Moshe Lissak, "Images of Imm igrant s: Stereotypes and Stigmata," in David
Ben-Gunon: Politics and Leadership in Israel, cd. Ron Zweig (London: Fran k Cass, 1991),
pp . 241, 243.



70 D EREK J ONATHA N PENSLAR

aired problems about urb an poverty, drug use, and prostitution in
Israel. Other programs from the same era discussed discrimination
against Oriental J ews and Israeli Arabs. T o be sure , such programs
tended to display at best modest sympa thy for social victims and
implied that they would best be healed through a massive injection
of classic Zionist values. For exa mple, in the program on prostitu­
tion , a stree twalker is interrogated, in rather rough language, by a
pan el of experts, who extract from her a confession that her par­
ents are wealth y, she is an only child who has never done physical
lab our, and her moth er has left the country to seek an easier life
abroad.l' In ano ther program on the rise of Seph ardi c voting lists
in municipal election s, a mostly Ashkenazic board of interviewers
hear the complaints of David Hakham, a well-known Iraqi-jewish
activist from Beersheba, who rose to be deputy mayor of the city
before being expelled from Mapai. One pan elist scolded him, "And
now you come, with your friends, and you catch the attention of
children and their parent s with what is in fact the precise opposite
of your declaration of national unity." Seph ardi c voting lists, thun­
dered the panelists, are divisive and destru ctive, although the pan­
elists did no t respond to Hairri's observation, based on years of
experience with the consonance of ethnic and political fissuring in
Beersheva, that the established Zionist political parties are themselves
ethnically based-Mapai being Ru ssian , the right-wing Herut party
being Polish, and the Progressives German ."

Perh aps the best example of Israel Radio's discussion of Israeli
social problem s within a circumscribed ideological sphere was a 1959
program wherein a group of prisoners at Israel's T el Mond prison
spoke via a live feed with a group of young pioneer-soldiers, Nahalistim,
at kibbutz Degani ah Bet. The program glorifies kibbutz life, which
ostensibly imp edes criminality, and it looks forward to the day when
the repentant prisoners will re-enter society as produ ctive workers.
Still, this is not pure propaganda-there is a sharp excha nge between
the prisoners and the soldiers, in which the former accuse the lat­
ter of condescension and self-righteousness."

25 "Ha-yatsanit," j CKY 5 16.
26 j CKY 478. For background on Hakham, see Esther Meir-Glitzenstcin, "Class,

Immigration, and the Rise of Ethnic Leadership: Beer-Sheva in the Early 1950s,"
Israel Studies V, 2 (2000): 78- 106.

27 "Nahal ve-asirei Tel i\[ond," jCKY 565.
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Although the Israeli government tried in the 1950's and 60' s to
keep troublesome, leftist intellectuals like Yeshiyahu Leibowitz off the
air , Leibowitz did appear from time to time, though within the frame­
work of science and philosophy, not politics. Moreover, M apai did
not completely dominate the airwaves. In 1960, Kol Yisrael broad­
cast an adulatory homage to Ze' ev Jabotinsky, the founder of the
Revisionist movement, and three years later Ben-Gurion's nemesis,
the Revisionist lead er Menachem Begin , was featured in a hagio­
graphic tribute to Shlomoh Ben Yosef, a Revisionist guerilla who
had been hanged by the British at Acre prison in 1938 for blowing
up an Arab bus."

The most serious case of interference with cultural freedom came
from Rachel Yanait Ben Zvi, the celebrated Zionist pioneer and wife
of Israeli President Yizhak Ben Zvi. Between 1961 and 1964, she
prevented the broadcast of a documentary about Yosef Lishansky,
who spied for Britain against the Ottoman Empire during the first
World War , Lishansky was the object of an un successful assassination
attempt by members of the pro-Ottoman Zionist militia H a-shomer,
to which he had once belonged and of which Ben Zvi was a leader.
(Lishansky was later picked up by Beduin, who handed him on to
the Turks for hanging in Damascus.) Ironically, the ban was finally
overturned under pressure from Israeli army officers (including the
late ultra-nationalist Rehavam Ze'evi), who had heard illicit copies
of the tap e."

From its inception, Israel radio was the object of criticism from
politician s and public figur es who accused it of partisan ship and
excessive censorship. On 31 O ctober 1948 the Interior Ministry of
the Israeli provisional govern me nt convened a meeting of the Publi c
Council for Radio Affairs. This body of 33 notables, which was to
guide the infant state's media policy, immediately began to debate
the virtues of private versus public radio and the role of govern me nt
in broad casting. Yitzhak Gruenebaum, the Interior Minister , claimed
that at present radio must be governme nt controlled, but he rejected
accusations of Israel radio as, in his words, "tota litarian." Perhaps

28 "Be-rnehitsato she! .Iabotinsky," .ICKY 663; "Lamut o-likhbosh et ha-har ,"
.ICKY 850.

29 "Mirdaf tokhnit cal parashat berihato u-moto she! Yosef Lisensky ish Nili,"
.ICKY 864. On the suppression of the program, see Cohen, Ma'amad hashidur hatsi­
bun be-yisra'el, 318- 19.



72 DEREK JONATHAN PENSLAR

not, but the words of Menachem Soloveitchik (later Soleli), dir ector
of broad casting, set a strongly statist ton e when he procl aimed that
"In other lands radi o serves the individual primarily. Among us radio
needs to serve a) the state; b) the peop le; c) the individual." "Above
all else," Soloveitchik added, "radio is the only institution upon which
is stamped the seal of the sta te.'?"

A common thread running through Soloveitchik's remarks and
subsequent official Kol Yisrael docum ents throughout the following
fifteen years was the divide between Israel radi o and its more friv­
olous West European counterparts. Whereas European state radio
could afford the luxury of in-house orchestras and programs devote d
largely to light entertainme nt, financial constraints and the obliga­
tions of na tion-bui lding mold ed Israel Radio into an educational tool
for imm igrants and a source of integration for a highly heteroge­
nous nation. An intriguin g contrast was drawn between the pro­
gramming requests made by the edot, the immigrant communities,
and Israel Radio's primary function of serving the "state" and the
"na tion." Along the same lines, a document of 1961 claim ed that
" [t]he emphasis in the educational-social programs is placed on draw­
ing the new immigrant towards the values of the state and the peo­
pIe." Thus immigrants- and the reference here is clea rly to the
Oriental communities-are not yet part of the "people," and they
will only be so once they have completed a process of political and
aesthetic education in which radio was to play an essential part."
Throughout the 1950's, about 15% of tot al broadcast hours was
imm igrant programming, mostly in Yiddish and easy Hebrew, but
also in ten oth er languages.

From the sta rt, immigrant s from Middle Eastern lands complained
that the radio favoured Western over Middle Eastern mu sic and that
the programs of Middle Eastern J ewish mu sic took the patronizing
form of folklore, prepared by Ashkenazic experts. Moreover, much
of the so-called "Eastern " music performed on Kol Israel in the
1950s was written by European J ews with a western musical sensi­
bility. Oriental emb ellishments (and Oriental perform ers) were grafted
onto Western tonal and cho rd patterns.F In tim e, Israel radio

311 Protocol dated 3 1 Octob er 1948, in ISA 19/ 499/1 2.
31 "Kol Israel," Hebrew typed ms., dated J anuary 196 1. [SA 6862/2, p. 16.
32 Gila Flam, "Hishtakfut ha-mizrah ba-zemer ha-'ivri," in Etgar ha-nbonut: y etsirah

oe-hagut ba-'asorha-rishon la-medinah, ed, Mordechai Bar-On (J erusalem: Yad Ben Zevi,
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responded to these complaints, and in 1965 one of the most popu­
lar programs was a weekly anthology of Oriental Jewish popular
songs.33

Intriguingly, a greater proportion of Kol Yisrael's broadcast hours
went to Arabic-language than to multi-lingual immigrant broadcasts.
Whereas immigrant programming was a tool of integration, the
Arabic Service was designed to maintain the cultural distinctness of
Israeli Arabs and to counter anti-Israel propaganda from Arab lands .
As early as 1950, the Israeli foreign ministry viewed the Arabic
Service as essential and urged Kol Yisrael to expand its hours of
Arabic broadcasting. In 1957, 18.5% of total broadcasting was done
through the Arabic Service (Reshet Dalet); by 1962, the figure was
25%-and the Arabic Service also consumed one-fourth of Kol
Yisrael 's budget. 34 The Arabic Service featured a wide variety of pro­
pagandistic programs, including a twice-weekly show hosted by a
Palestinian refugee from Gaza known as "Abu Nabil," and who
addressed his brethren in refugee camps in Israel's neighbouring
countries. The Arabic Service was also the government's ears, lis­
tening in on Arab broadcasts from abroad. Geoffrey Wigoder, direc­
tor of KY 's Overseas Service, claimed that the Arabic Service was
"the country's greatest radio achievement and ... a potent factor in
the Middle East's War of the Ether.?" It was assumed that Arabs
listened to the Arabic Service to find out not only what was hap­
pening within Israel but also within their own lands, where the media
were heavily censored. It is difficult to determine what effects Israeli
broadcasts in Arabic exerted upon public opinion, but it is clear that
the broadcasts were listened to. Each month, Kol Yisrael received
some 7,000 letters from the Arab world, sent via post office boxes
in Europe and Cyprus. Radio Cairo considered Abu Nabil to be

1999), pp. 248-61. See also my article, "Broadcasting Orientalism: Representations
of Ori ental Jew s in Israeli Radio, 1948-1967," forthcomin g in Orientalism and the
Jews, eds. Ivan Kalmar and Derek J. Penslar (Hanover, NH : University Press of
New England ).

33 Th e program commanded almost a forty percent audience share, according to
the 1965 listeners' survey, found in ISA 6858/023 1g.

3f Letter of S. Divon to Menachem Solieli, dated 5 January 1950, ISA 501/15g;
"Halukat ha-shidurim lefi ha-mats av be-yom 1.12.57," ISA 6862/048(1); Geoffrey
Wigoder, "Radio in Israel," Gazette: International Joumalfor Mass Communication Studies
[Leiden] VII , I (196 1): 136.

3J Wigoder, "Radio in Israel," p. 133.
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enough of a threat that they featured an Abu Nabil of their own,
with a similar voice, but with very different political views."

No less than the Arabic Service, the Overseas Service of Kol
Yisrael served overtly propagandistic purposes. In 1948, Soloveitchik
described it self-importantly as an instrument of salvation for the
Diaspora, which would experience vicarious redemption through aural
contact with the broadcast Hebrew word." Kol Yisrael docum ents
marveled at the power of the short wave to reach listeners in the
southern tropics and the Arctic Circle. This self-image persisted into
the 1960's, although in some ways Kol Yisrael 's Overseas Service
was no different in form or mission from its many foreign counter­
parts. For example, as part of Israel 's development work in Africa,
in 1960 the Overseas Service began Swahili-language broadcasts, by
and for non-jews."

Israel radio's sense of national mission , and its ties with the Israeli
state, were only somewhat attenuated by the creation of the Israel
Broadcast Authority in 1965. The impetu s for the shift of radio out
of the Pr ime Ministers' Office came from the resignation of David
Ben-Gurion in 1963. Ben-Gurion's successor, Levi Eshkol , favoured
the status quo , but a wide coalition of Knesset members saw this as
a ripe moment to limit prime ministerial power. The IBA was estab­
lished as a semi-autonomous agency, supervised by a cabinet minis­
ter but administered by an appointed director and managerial board.
It still remained subject to government pressure, however, part icularly
in the touchy area of broadcasting on the sabba th. Mo re impo rtant,
the IBA clearly retained the earlier sta te-building agenda of Israeli
radio . According to the IBA Law of 1963, its purpose is: "1) to
reflect the life of the state, its creations, its accomplishments, and its
struggle; 2) to cultivate forms of good citizenship; 3) to instill knowl­
edge of the J ewish her itage and its requirements [tsorkheihah) ; 4) to
extend the listeners' knowledge and education; 5) to reflect the life
of the people in Diaspora, its fate , and its struggle.l'" (T hese guide-

36 Radiyo, 15 December 1960, 5; "Kol Yisra'el," typed ms., date d January 1961,
18, ISA 6862/2; Interview with Yitzhak Navon, 18 Jul y 2000.

37 Protocol of meeting of 31 October 1948, Page 3, ISA 499/ 12.
:l8 "Kol Yisra'el," (see note 36 above), 17.
\9 "Hok reshut ha-shidur," typed ms. in ISA 209 10/8; Caspi and Limor, The

171 / Outsiders, p. 132; Amit Schejter, "Media Policy as Social Regulatory Policy,"
p. 86.
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lines are quite similar to those for other public broadcasters in
insecure or unstable states, such as Germany in 1932 or T ha iland
in the 1970s/ o

Even after the establishme nt of the IBA, publi c policy regarding
the electronic media remained inextricably linked with statecraft and
military concerns. Like Israeli radio, television was established within
the framework of military confrontation- not the War of Independence,
but rath er the Six-Day War. Although discussion abo ut int roducing
television went back to 1952, Ben-Gurion and his finan ce min isters
rejected television on both financial and moral grounds. The state
could not afford to set up its infrastructure, nor did Israelis have the
means to buy television sets. Moreover, television , they feared, would
promote idleness and rampan t consume rism. Opposition to televi­
sion came also from the extremes of the political spectrum: Mapam
rej ected it, espec ially during the mid-1960's recession , as a frivolous
luxury, while the ultra-Orth odox Agud at Yisrael warned that "tele­
vision and torah conta dict each other" and that the former would
promote juvenile delinquency and sexual libertinage." But as the cri­
sis between Israel and the Arab states worsened in the spring of
1967, there developed a meeting of minds between Israel Galilee,
the Min ister of Information , and Israeli academics regarding the need
for Israeli television to combat televised propaganda from Arab lands.
(With the exception of J ordan , all of Israel's Arab neighbours had
introduced television by 1960.) Immediately after the war, Galilee
called for the introduction of television int o the T erritories as a pro­
paganda source. Early plans for what was called "emergency televi­
sion" proposed three hours of Arabic broadcasting per night with
only one hour for Hebrew."

Yet television 's domestic mission civilisatrice was irresistible. Within
Israel proper , acco rding to Galilee, television had the mission of
"unifying the people, mixing of the communities, instilling the lan­
guage, clearing away ignoran ce, the dissemin ation of science and

" l For Germany, see Lacy, Feminine Frequencies, p. 51. For Thailand, see T hongchai
Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A History qf the Ceo-Body ofa Nation (Honolulu: University
of Hawaii Press, 1994), pp. 9- 10.

H H.L. Gotliffe, "Israeli General Tel evision," Ph .d. dissertation, Wayne State
University, 1981, p. 68; Gil, Beit ha-yahalomim, pp. 22- 30.

~1 Gil, Beit ha-yahalomim, 34- 55; Elihu Katz, "T elevision Comes to the People of
the Book," The Use and Abuse qf Social Science, ed. David Horowitz (New Brunswick,
New J ersey: Transaction, 197 1), pp. 249-7 1.
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education, and the enrichment of social life."+3 Tellingly, leaving aside
highly-limited, closed-circuit broadcasts to schools , that were paid for
by the Rothschild foundation , the first nation-wide Israeli television
broadcast was the Independ ence Day military parad e in J erusalem
in 1968-just as the first use by Israel radio of remote transmitters
throughout the country had been attempted during the Independ ence
Day celebrations eight years earlier.

T elevision did not , however, seek to play the explicitly mobiliz­
ing, nationalizing role previously undertaken by radio . The televised
military parad e of 1968 was Israel 's last. The 1969-70 War of
Attrition with Egypt and, all the more so, the Octob er War of 1973
left many Israelis feeling exhausted, betrayed by their govern ment,
and disillusioned with classic Zionist ideology. During the 1973 war,
radio served an importa nt function by providing round the clock
news and by pooling the resources of Kol Yisrael and Galei Tsahal
into a single unit. Yet radio was in the process of becoming ancil­
lary to television. The percentage of Israeli hou seholds ownin g tele­
visions skyrocketed from eight in 1968 to seventy-five by 1973. During
the war, the govern ment-owned single channel provided three hour­
long news program s daily, while pacifying and distracting the pub­
lic through entertainment such as American action-adventure series
and films. After the war, television definitively replaced radio as the
primary source of information and entertainment. Heavily politicized
reportage on the popular evening news program Mabat co-existed
with lighthearted, an d at times subversive, entertainment programs,
such as the satirical revue Nikui Rosh (head cleaning), who se name
alluded to a sense that decades of government imposed brainwash­
ing now had to be counterac ted ."

So long as Israeli television broadcast on only one channel (through
the early 1990s), television did perform an indirect nationalizing func-

H Gil, Beit ha-yahalomim, p. 34.
H Yehiel Limor , "Eikh shilvah ha-milharnah et shidurei yisra'el ve-galei tsahal,"

Sifer ha-shanali shel ha-'itona'im, T el Aviv, 1973174, 51-58; Tsiyona Peled and Elihu
Katz, "Media Functions in Wartime: T he Israel Home Front in October 1973," in
The Uses if Mass Communications: Current Perspectives on Gratifications Research, eds., J ay
G. Blumler and Elihu Katz (Beverly Hills and Los Angeles, Sage, 1974), pp . 49- 69;
Got hilfe, "Israeli General T elevision ," p. 403; Elihu Katz, Hadassah Haas, and
Michael Gurevitch, "Twenty Years of T elevision in Israel: Are there Long-Ru n
Effects on Values, Social Conn ectedness, and Cultural Practices?" Journal if Communica­
tion 47, 2 (1997), 3-20; Co hen, Mo'amad ha-shidur ha-tsiburi be-yisra'el, p. 323.
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tion , as through the weekly screening of the American series Dallas,
which provided a common forum for conversation and stimulated
Israelis to compare their society favorably with the crass and mate­
rialistic United States. Moreover , the watching of the nightly televi­
sion news was a civic ritual, practised by some 3/4 of Israeli viewers,
who were given a uniform fram ework for the perception of events
at home and abroad. Already in the 1970's and 80's, however , tele­
vision's disintegrat ive potential becam e apparent: encouraging a retreat
from the public to the intimate sphere, promoting the rise of per­
sonality-based politi cs and the decline of issue-oriented discourse,
and, given the visual nature of the medium and brevity of programs,
displaying problems rather than debating them."

Paradoxically, after 1973 Israelis listened to the radio more than
ever before. The popularizat ion of the transistor radio , the hunger
by youth for Western rock mu sic on sta tions such as Abie Nathan's
Voice of Peace (f. 1973) and Kol Yisra 'el's Third Program (f. 1976),
and the transformation of Galei Tsah al into a national icon do mu ch
to explain this ph enomenon, as do the hourly news bro adcasts and
round-the-clock service, which had been introduced in war time but
made permanent thereafter . Radio continued to reflect shifts in Israeli
popular culture and public opinion, but its directors had lost the
self-importance and sense of national mission that had cha racterized
the early years of Israel radio's broad cast service, when it was an
extension of the Prime Minister 's office.

What is the historical significan ce of the overview we have pro­
vided here? Let us return to the two areas of inquiry with which
we began : the one concerning Kol Yisrael as a case study in the
role of radio in the shaping of a modern national identity, and the
othe r about what governmental media policy reveals about the extent
and limits of censorship and conformity in the state of Israel dur­
ing its early decades.

Did the electronic media ever, in fact, exert the nationalizing effect
that their founders envisioned? It is difficult to determine whether
and in what ways radio shaped Israeli public opinion, but we can
learn mu ch from listeners' surveys carried out in the 1950s and
I 960s. First, Israelis did listen to the radio regularly- some 90% as

~5 Tama r Liebcs, "Performing a Dream and its Dissolution".
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of 1965 listened at least two hours per week, with an average of 12
hours. In times of crisis, Israelis were glued to the wireless. According
to a listen ers ' survey of 1961 , at the tim e of the trial of Adolf
Eichmann, some 60% of the sample listened to at least one of the
week's trial sessions, and 1/ 3 had listened to both." Levi Eshkol's
halting radio speech, delivered on the eve of the 1967 war , sent the
country into panic (much as, one year later , Charles de Gaulle 's
ineffective television address in Paris during the May crisis spelled
the end of his presidency). The introduction of the transistor radio
in the mid-1960's made radio ubiquitous; radios now accompa nied
soldiers into the field, where they, like their family and friends at
home, were rivetted by General Chaim Herzog's daily military com­
mentaries du ring the Six-Day War.

Veteran Israeli broadcasting officials were wont to claim that Kol
Yisrael helped forge a standardized Hebrew vernacular. To be sure,
Israelis did not ad apt the highly contrived Hebrew pronunciation of
the radio news any more than inhabitants of the United Kingdom
mim ic the upper-class inflection of BBC news readers. Still, even if
Israelis did not take to speaking affected radio Hebrew, they learned
to understand it, and with it the complex rules of biblical pronun­
ciation and litera ry Hebrew style upon which it is based." Mo reover,
the casual, conversational tone of the Hebrew employed in enter­
tainment and sports programming provided a template for everyday
speech . During the late 40s and 50s, Israelis were introduced to,
albeit at first stunned by, a host of H ebrew neologisms such as binum
(internationalization), hetel inugim (luxury tax), and nekhei milhamah (war
wounded]." They were assisted by a weekly radio magazine , whose
"language corner" offered translations into Yiddish of Hebrew near­
homonyms (e.g., mi'ut, me'at, me'et), illustrated by sentences, often
with an ideological undertone, easy Hebrew (e.g., "miu t: minderheyt

,6 T he 1965 listeners' survey is in ISA 6858/023/g. O n the Eichma nn trial, see
the "Seker ha'azan ah le-shidur shetei ha-yeshivot ha-rishonot shel mishpat eich­
mann ," 25 April 1961, in ISA 6863/405.

47 See the official Kol Yisrael linguistic handbook, the Madrikh lashon le-radiyo u­
le-teletnriyah, eds. Abb a Bendavid and Hadassah Shai, Jerusalem: Israel Broadcast
Auth ority, 1974, pp . 9- 11. The guidelines discussed on these pages were promul­
gated in 1966 and were probably based on earlier practices.

,R See the letter of Baruch Berger, the Broad cast Service's linguistic advisor, to
A. Ha 'amori, I Decemb er 1949, ISA 500/ 1/ g.



RADIO AND THE SHAPING OF MODERN ISRAEL, 1936-1973 79

(minority). The Arab minority in the state of Israel. The Jewish
minority in the Arab lands").49

Our freedom of conjecture about radio's role in promoting spo­
ken Hebrew or shaping other forms of Israeli cultural identity is lim­
ited by the strong correlation between listening to the radio and
other forms of cultural literacy such as newspaper reading and atten­
dance at cinemas and theatres. According to the 1950 and 1956
Israel Radio listeners' surveys, more than ethnicity or land of ori­
gin, education appears to have been the single most important deter­
mining factor behind listening. J ewish immigrants from the Middle
East were less likely to own radios than European-born immigrants,
and they were less likely to listen even if they did own a receiver.
But among the Oriental Jews, whereas only 16% of those with a
primary education listened regularly, 56% with a post-primary edu­
cation did listen regularly. The figures among European-born Jews
were 48% and 76% rcspectively.s?

This case argues against the attempts by communications theo­
rists, going back to Marshall Macluhan, to separate literacy from
aurality and to claim that radio's greatest impact is in pre-literate,
tribally-structured societies." Given that, since its founding, Israel has
featured both the highest literacy and listening rates in the Middle
East, the opposite appears to be the case. This observation can be
of use to scholars of Israel because it suggests that the young Israeli
polity's striving to imprint cultural unity upon its highly heteroge­
neous population is best studied within the framework not of devel­
oping Asian or African lands but rather of what could be called the
developing western nations of the 1950s, such as Italy or Greece.
Moreover, students of nationalism in general would be advised to
make a conceptual distinction between orality, which is often opposed
to literacy as the hallmark of a non-industrialized society, and aural­
ity, which is an indispensable component of a technologically sophis­
ticated society in which informational and educational data must be
routinely transmitted from centers of power, in the form of disem-

+0 Radiyo: 2 February 1961, 17.
50 Results of and comparisons between the two surveys are found in a document

authored by Yitzhak Levin of the Institute for Practi cal Social Research, Jerusalem,
dated April 1957, in ISA 6858/042/g.

51 Marshall Macluhan , Understanding Media (New York: McGraw Hill, 1964), pp .
297-307; Katz and Wedell , Broadcasting in the Third World.
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bodied yet widely recognized and trusted voices, to the popul ation
of workers and citizens.

Altho ugh Israeli radio's successful shaping of public OpiniOn is
difficult to quantify, there is abundant evidence that the radio reflected
popul ar sensibilities. T he most popular radio programs were con­
temp orary and nostalgic popul ar mu sic, qui z shows, and drama.
T hro ughout the 1950's, Kol Yisrael officials, armed with listeners'
survey data, championed such program s while the serious-minded
intellectuals on the Public Council for Radio Affairs called for greater
educational and cultural programming." While news bulletins and
magazines were highly popular-in 1965 2/ 3 of Israelis listened to
the evening broadcasts-public affairs programs won only a ten to
twenty percent share. Significantly, among the most popular pro­
gra ms in 1965 was the Friday afternoon pre-sabbath anthology of
religious and Zionist folk mu sic, with a forty percent share. The
weekly bible program had a respectable one-third share, as did the
weekly sampling of cantorial music. Both of these programs fared
better than sports programs."

T he Friday afterno on kabbala! shabbat (welcoming the sabba th) and
weekly bible program s appealed strongly to all ages, even youth;
whereas liturgical music tended to attract listeners over 30, and the
weekly talmud lesson appea led to the middle aged and elderly." The
quan tity and popularity of religiously oriented, cultural programming
attest to the strength of the early Israeli state's ties to its J ewish roots
as well as the successful replacement of talmud by a nationalistically­
represented Hebrew Bible as the foundational J ewish text. No less
significant is the sizeable prop ortion- some 30%- who did not lis­
ten to radio on the sabbath for religious rcasons.v This figure, twice
the percent age of the popul ation that voted for Orthodox political
parti es, also points to the presence of a far larger observant min ority
than one would gath er from studying public political discourse alone .

Finally, what does Israeli radio, under direct government control
th rou gh th e mid 1960 's and still under extensive govern me nta l
influence thereafter , tell us about the balance of authoritarianism and

:,2 See, for example, the debates at the PCRA meetings of I I February 1952 and
22 Decemb er 1953, ISA 2387/l 0g and 2387/ 11g respectively.

53 1965 listeners' survey, Front T able.
'" Ibid., 21, 24, 28, 31, 35.
:>5 Ibid.. 3.
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liberty du ring Israel's formative decades? The rigorou s censorship of
Israeli news broadcasting, particularly on security issues, its frequent
denial of access to the airwaves by the political opp onents of the
governing par ty, Mapai, and its ideological heavy-handedness appear
to support to those who would see Ben-Gurion 's Israel as a quasi­
authorita rian state. Moreover, moving beyond Israel to the rela­
tionship between radio and state power throu ghout the globe, our
present ation of government-run Israeli radio is in keeping with a
body of literature, dat ing back to the very beginnings of radio, that
associates radio in even allegedly democratic regimes with unidirec­
tional projections of state power an d the stra ngulation of personal
freedoms. (T his view was enuncia ted by Berthold Brecht in his essay
on "Radio Theory" of 1932 and Max Horkh eimer 's and Theodor
Adorno's classic Dialectic if Enlightenment. )56

At the same time, the ease and frequency with which censorship
restrictions were evaded, along with the openness, not only in the
independent press bu t even in government owned radio, to criticisms
of domestic and social policy, suggest that Israel was less an author­
itarian state tha n a mobilized one, featuring high degrees of self-cen­
sorship and ideo logical conformity . As in our earlier discussion of
the rela tionship between listenin g and literacy, here too Israel falls
more into a Western than an Afro-Asian model , one of Gramscian
hegemony that is widely diffused an d not routinely coerced. The fact
that Israeli radio was born out of the underground stations of the
Hagan ah and that, from the 1970s onward, has been inundated by
pirate radio stations, both commercial and ideological, reminds us
of a counter-theory presenting radio as a decentralizing, plura listic
force. Two years before Brecht offered his dark assessment of radio,
Albert Einstein had hailed it as an agent of democrati zati on ." The
post-1 945 era has dem on strated that th e electro nic med ia can
strengthen regionalism as well as nationalism (e.g., the BBC 's Scottish
Service); and radio, which is the least expensive electronic medium,

56 Bertolt Brecht, Schriften zur Literatur und Kunst (Frankfur t am Main: Suhrkamp,
1967), I: 124- 127; Max Horkheimer and T heodor Adorno, Dialectic if Enlightenment
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), p. 129.

57 Christopher Hailey, "Rethinking Sound: Music and Radio in Weimar Germany,"
in Bryan Gilliam, ed., Music and Performance during the Weimar Republic (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 14.
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lends itself particularly well to underground or pirate broadcasting.
Radio is the most improvised of the electronic media; underneath
the apparent calm and self-assuredness of the broadcaster's voice is
an often dilapidated studio, a tangl e of wires and circuits , and a
constant welter of frantic, last-minute activity . Radio, the improvised
medium, catalysed an explosive reaction in Israel, the improvised
society par excellence.



THE ARCHAELOGY OF MEMORY ON TEL AVIV'S
ROTHSCHILD BOULEVARD 1

Barbara Mann
Princeton Un iversity

Every city has at least as many stories as it has residents . Tel Aviv
has a particularly strong and problematic relation to storytelling,
given that the city was, in a sense, first envisioned in fiction, in
Theodore H erzl's Altneuland, published before the founding of Achusat
Bayit (T el Aviv's first neighborhood) in 1909. Nachum Sokolov's 1902
Hebrew translation of Herzl 's utopian futuristic novel was called Tel
Aviv,2 and this title was the inspiration behind Sheinken's suggestion
for the town 's new name in 1910. Writing about Tel Aviv, it seems,
has always been haunted by the city's origins as a fictional construct.
Non etheless, Tel Aviv exists quite palpably and in increasingly diverse
and noisy fashion ; it has, in many ways, left fiction behind.

My own reading of T el Aviv is an att empt to formulate a descrip­
tive poetics which both respects the pres ence of the past in the city's
physical plane, and pays att ention to its contemporary cultural and
social lands cap e. My essay will focus on Rothschild Boulevard and
the surrounding neighborhood of Achusat Bayit. It is structured as a
kind of visual walking tour of sites and episodes in the city's history,
as represented in fiction, photography, painting, guidebooks and pub­
lic art. I first introduce elements of the city's official history. I then
offer several examples that I believe counter or correct that history
with a more nuanced appreciation, bo th of Tel Aviv's ambivalence
toward its own origin s, as well as the enormous variety of cultural
expression in the city.

As the "first Hebrew city," writers, painters, photographers and
city planners created an image of Tel Aviv as new, clean and mod­
ern-everything the crowded neighborhoods of Jaffa were not-a

1 An expanded version of this essay has been published as "Tel Aviv's Rothschild:
When a Boulevard Becomes a Monument, " J ewish Social Studies 7:2 (Winter 200 I):
1-38.

, Published in Warsaw in 1902 by Ha-tsfira.
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Figure I. Early Photo of Rothschild Boulevard (1913) View East to Wcst
(e l A)

city sprung from the sands. Avraham Soskin's famous photograph
of the land lottery, where a group of new "shareholders" stands hud­
dled togeth er in the sands, is a carefully staged portrait. The angle
and perspective of the photo set the horizon on the dunes. There
is no sign of J affa to the imm ediate south, nor of the J ewish neigh­
borhoods of Neve Zedek and Neve Shalom , found ed in the 1880s,
nor of the T empl ar settlement Sharona or the extensive Arab agri­
culture in the form of orchards just to the east. T he city is formed­
yesh me-tryin-despite the protest of the lone figure at the top of the
photo who , as legend has it, yelled out "meshugaim, eyn kahn mayim!"
In one later reproduction of the photo, the figure has been erased,
his dissenting presence removed, perh ap s by the ph otographer; he
no longer disturbs the unified ring of "pioneers."?

At the very moment of its founding, then , Tel Aviv began to con­
struct for itself a coherent narrative describing and explaining the

l Anecd otal detai ls ab out the "convert" from J affa from Shlomo Shva , Ho Ir, Ho
Em (X X X) (T el Aviv: Keren tel aviv le-sifrut ve-omanu t, 1977). The altered ph oto
appears in The New Palestine in Pictures: Tel Aviv, eel. Dr. E. Mechncr (T el Aviv:
Maon Press, 1937), p. 2.
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Figure 2. Soskin's Photo of Lottery in Sands, II April 1909 (CZA)

meaning of its ongms to its citizens. As time passed, this narrative
has gained an explanatory power in and of itself, and has become
offical history; at the same time, views not acco rding with this official
history were effectively erased from the city's narrative of self. This
process of integration and elimination is of course typical of the
development of any new city or place, which will naturally create
for itself a satisfactory and coherent story about its own foundations.
How ever, in Tel Aviv the desire for authoratative roots coincided
with the somewhat contradictory desire to emphazise the city's new­
ness, modernity and epistemological distan ce from the diaspora, a
phenomenon which characterized modern Hebrew culture as a whole.

The dilemma of what to remember was a conscious part of Tel
Aviv's development as a cultural center. The meaning of this his­
tory was inscribed in the physical plan e of the city, beginning with
the area known as Achusat Bayit. Today, the city's pre-urban nucleus
organizes a specific historical past for its residents, thu s insuring the
memo ry of certain elements, as well as the amnesiac erasure of others.
Historical novels set in T el Aviv regularly mingled rea l people and
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actual streets with fictional circumstance. Though especially prominent
in later works, this mix of fiction and biography cha racterized fiction
about Tel Aviv as early as Brenner 's Mekahn u-mekahn (1911), almost
as if from the start authors writing about T el Aviv did not feel com­
pelled to differentiate between fiction and historical writing," creat­
ing a hybrid genre which reached epic proportions in Agnon's Tmol
Shilshom (1945). In the Great Aunt Shlomtsion (1975), Yoram Kaniuk's
novel memorialising pre-state Tel Aviv, the narrator describes a meet­
ing between Aun t Shlomtsion, a figure of almost mythical beauty
and difficulty, and her hu sband-to-b e, Nehamiah: it happened on
Herzl Street, a place which, he says "in the eyes of Tel Aviv's res­
idents [was] somethin g singular in J ewish history, a crossroads where
2,000 years of exile met up with the essence of anci ent Israel." It
was, he continues, a "meta-historical intersection ."? Popul ar versions
of the city's past have for the most part treated H erzl Street- its
intersection with Rothschild Boulevard , and the kiosk at the comer­
as do Kaniuk's fictional characters-as a "meta-historical intersec­
tion ," a symbol of social and cultural achievement, and not as simply
a stree t, along which people strolled and talked, and watched other
people strolling and talking.

T he meta-hi storical narrative of Achurat Bayit is canonized in mon­
um ental proportions in recent installations and exhibits in honor of
the city's 90th anniversary. In Nachum Gutman 's "At the Beach"
(1934), Tel Aviv is built out of the sands by a pa ir of children who
seem them selves to be part of the land. Behind them the sea is a
playful wash of blue, and J affa a mere sketch on the horizon . The
two actua lly seem to be fashioning a replica ofJ affa; they are wholly
absorbed in their work , blessed by the rising sun, oblivious to the
approach of a serene camel at the scene's right edge.

T he centra l location of the mural- in Rabin Squ are, facing T own
H all-underscores the degree to which Gutman 's naive paint ings
and stories about his Tel Aviv childhood have come to constitute a
mythology of the city's origins-so much so that the catalogue accom­
panying the recen t exhibit called "Gutma n's T el Aviv, T el Aviv's
Gutman ," ma tched Gutman's paintings with photographs from the

• For a survey of texts abo ut T el Aviv by Agnon, Brenn er , Barash and others
see Eh ud Ben-Ezer, "T he Beginnings of Tel Aviv as Reflected in Literature," TIle
Beginnings if Tel Aviv, 1909-1 934 (Jerusalem : Yad Ben Zvi, 1984), pp . 122- 42.

j Yoram Kaniuk, The Story if the Great Aunt Shlomtsion [Hebrew] (T el Aviv: Hakibbu tz
Ha-meuchad , 1975), 89.
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Figure 3. Rabin Square with Nachum Gutman Installation

period , concluding that the ar tist's "stories of the beginnings of the
neighborhood of Achura! Bayit correspond with the reality and his­
torical events of those days.:" However, the naive, Eretryisraeli school
with which Gutman is associated was, after all, a style, just like the
Parisian impressionism and abstraction which followed it. Gutman
himself masks the degree to which his drawings have become a vir­
tual substitute for a genuine sense of T el Aviv's history, in a sketch
from his 1959 memoir , A Little Town with Few People In It-usually
entitled "T he Speech I Didn't Give From the Water-Tower (T he
tower no longer exists and the speech is short)."

Tel Aviv is ena moure d of this version of its past, which is over­
represent ed in art and literature, and in popular histories and guide­
books, manuals of civic pride for the Tel Aviv resident who wishes
to visit that oth er country called the past. For example, the midrachon
ha-tapu; or "orange guide" published by the currently non-fun ctioning

G Batia Carmie!, "T he Beginnings of Te! Aviv in Nachum Gutm an's Depiction,"
Gutman's Tel Aviv, Tel Aviv's Gutman [Hebrew] (T el Aviv: Gutm an Museum, 1999),
p. 19.
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Historical Mus eum of Tel Aviv-Jaffa leads the visitor on the "path
of the orange," back to "those good old days" (which even it has
the good sense to put in quotes). It explains the structure s still stand­
ing, and substitutes Gutman's drawings for places like the train sta­
tion , which no longer exist. T his staple approach follows the path
of orange groves that also no longer exist, back to a circumscribed
and by now virtually iconic vision of Tel Aviv's past. A recent book
on Ro thschild Boulevard continued this trend, in which nostalgia is
propped up by catalogues of dry, struc tural detail about the neigh­
borhood' s historic buildings.7

We cannot overestimate the importance of these guidebooks of
intern al tourism for the creation of Tel Aviv's self-image, particu­
larly in an immigrant-dense country like Israel, where many of the
city's residen ts were at the same time a kind of tourist. Unlike cities
such as Paris, where "the ties that bound the city . . . to its history
were revealed to the spectator through its architecture.:" T el Avivians
needed help in und erstanding and appreciating the meaning of their
own more modest surroundings and monuments of civic pride. The
city was thu s presented as a kind of artifact to be studied and explored
by its residents.

In this near-seamless triumphal narrative of "building and being
built "-the motto on the city's crest- we can find an occasional rip­
ple. One such ripple is The Book if Tel Aviv Street Names, published
in 1944 as a primer for those who did not know the origins of the
nam es of Tel Aviv's then approximately 500 streets- "there is almost
no major personality in Israel that doesn't have a stree t in T el Aviv
named after them; and there's almost no community which symbolizes
something in the life of the H ebrew people that doesn't have a street
nam ed for it."9 The book's epigraph "If I forget thee 0 golah . . ."
(ibid.) demonstrates a chilling connection to the past even as the dias­
pora was ostensibly rejected. The book promotes Tel Aviv's myth
of instantaneous origins, but simultan eously anchors the city in the
past, in this case, a specifically J ewish, diasporic past. Written in the

7 See Ofer Regev and Shula Vidr ich, cds. Boulevard: Rotshchild Boulevard in Tel Aviv
(T el Aviv: Ramal/Tel Aviv University, 1999).

8 M. Christine Boyer, TIe Ciry if Collective Memory: its historical imagery and architec­
tural entertainments (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1994), 14-1 5.

" Benjamin Mintz and Eliezer Steinma n, cds. TIe Book if Tel Aviv Street Names
(T el Aviv, Ha-ma'avir, 1944), p. 8.
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immediate sha dow of the war, the book describes T el Aviv as "the
only corne r in the world, where a [Jew] person from the na tion of
Israel can walk in complete security ."!" An enlarged volume on T el
Aviv stree t nam es appearing in 1967 demonstrates the degree to
which the grid of the city, with its large survivor population , had
ind eed become a kind of quotidian mem orial- this later boo k con­
tains the nam es of twenty new streets beginning with the word "kehi­

lat" in memory of J ewish communities in the golah."
In his critique of the BLue Guide Roland Bar thes notes that "to

select only monuments suppresses at one stro ke the reality of the
land, and that of its people, it accounts for nothing of the present ,
that is, nothing historical.:" ? I would like to inject some aspect of
the "historical" into a description of Rotshchild Boulevard, a stree t
whose "rnetahistoric" significance cannot be understated . By "his­
torical" I mean not only a sense of what the street mean s today,
but also a sense of argument, of competing visions of the boulevard
as a foundation al momen t in the city's history.

From the start, the appearance and utility of pu blic space in T el
Aviv was a fiercely deb ated issue. Rothschild was designed explicitly
as the city' s first "boulevard," ind eed the city's first public space, with
trees, benches and a kiosk. The street, and its kiosk at the corne r
of Herzl Street , is feat ured in numero us photographs from the period
as an example of the city's modern ity and self-consciousness as an
evolving ur ban space . The sandy central passage was the site of T el
Aviv's first "Hyde Park ," known as the "parliament of Roth schild. "
Pain tings of the boulevard from the 1930s poin t powerfully toward
the intenti ons of the Town Comm ittee which designed the street, as
well as the painters themselves. J oseph Kossonogi depicted Rothschild
in the dull somber ton es of a Parisian autumn, accentua ting the rows
of trees lining both sides, and the respite the boulevard could offer
from busy city stree ts. I :! In retrospect, th e stree t has become not only
a transportation nightmare, but an icon of the city's history, an
almos t self-conscious symbol of the modern H ebrew city, and a kind

10 Ibid., 167.
I I T hey are listed in Yitzhak Anavi, Know Your Ciry: Metropolitian TelAviv [Hebrew]

(T el Aviv, Uri, n.d. [I967?]).
11 Roland Barthes, "T he Blue Guide," My thologies, trans. Annette Lavers (Vintage,

London, 1993 [1957]), p. 76.
13 Paintings from Tel Aviv at 80 (T el Aviv: Rubin Museum, 1989), unpaginated.
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Figure 4. Corner of Rothschild Boulevard and Allenby Street, 1999

of virtual monument appearing in innumerable literary and pseudo­
historical descript ions. The concepts of the boulevard and the mon­
ument provide poles around which I would like to construct a
provisional descriptive poetics of the city; for the remainder of this
essay I will focus on examples of art in the public realm , and then
return briefly to fiction, to suggest a more prosaic antidote to Kaniuk's
"metahis torical intersection." 1+

]; See also S. Yizhar, Mikdamot (T el Aviv: Zm ora Beitan , 1992), pp. 107-1 08.
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Figure 5. Ben Nac hum Hotel (1920s) (CZA)

The corner of Rothschild and Allenby is today one of the city's
busiest intersection s, and many pass through it without noticing the
surrounding landmarks. However , traces of a minor but revealing
historical episode are still observable. In 1922, at number 32 Rothschild,
one of the city's first hotels opened- the Pension Ginosar or Malon
Ben-Nachum. The building was designed in the eclectic style by Yehuda
Megidovitch, who was at the time the City Engineer, and was con­
sidered enough of a T el Aviv landmark to be included in this series
of postcards dating from the early twentie s, featuring the photograph s
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of Avraham Soskin and printed by the German firm Artsenu. Its dome
is a ubiquitous element of representations of the boulevard throughout
Tel Aviv's early years including Yehezkel Streichm an 's "T he Kiosk
on Rothschild Bouleavard" from 1937, which features the building's
floating dom e atop blooming poin ciana trees and the sma ller cap of
the kiosk.

The hotel 's opening coincided with the unveiling of a large statue
over its entrance by the American sculptor Y.D. Gordon. Three
figures-a rabbi and two students- arc surrounded by figures of ani­
mals, including dolphins and an eagle with outstretched wings. The
statue provoked an imm ediate response from Tel Aviv's religious
leaders, who called it a "statue in the Greek spirit, " attacking it for
its violation of the second commandment. The statu e was viewed as
a pot ential threat to the development of local J ewish art, and this
public letter called on the town committee (the precursor to the
muncipality) to enact a city-wide prohibition on statues with human
form s. It was seen as particularly offensive in light of the fact that
Tel Aviv's new synagogue was under construc tion a short distanc e
away on Allenb y Street." 'Ve find this altern ative reaction in the
daily Doar Ha-Yom: the paper commended the impulse behind the
sculpture- to beautify Tel Aviv's public spa ces; however , it did not
appreciate the aesthetic value of this particular piece: "I don 't know
what to call it, but certainly not a rt."! " The rabbinut also appea led
dir ectly to the municipality, which refused to interfere, replying that
it was a private m atter."? The sculpture was eventually removed,
after, it seems, some sort of cherem was placed on the hotel. Across
the street from the Ben Nachum Hotel, at number 29 Rothschild , we
find another example of art with its face towards the publi c sphere­
the home of Yitzhak Lederb erg was built in 1925 by Yosef Berlin ,
another leading architect of early Tel Aviv.!" The building's ceramic

1, Adina Meir-Meril, "T he Great Synagogue in T el Aviv and Alex Barveld's
Contribution to its Establishment" [Hebrew], Katedra 57 (September 1990): 105-119,
here 116.

It> Shach, "Art in Tel Aviv," Doar Ha-yom (19 July 1922).
17 See Ha-aret; 16 July 1922. For opinion of the Va'ad Ha-poel see Tel Aviv-jaffa

Municipality Archives, Protocols of Va'ad Hapoel, File 19- 01- 003, meeting 18, 12th
July 1922. See similar case in Han Shchor i, The Dream That Became a Metropolis: The
Birth and Growth if Tel Aviv, The First Hebrew Ci!J' [H ebrew] (T el Aviv: Avivim, 1990),
p. 54.

18 Regev and Vidrich , Boulevard, p. 79.
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Figure 6. Entryway of Lederberg House

plaq ues by Ya'akov Eisenberg, from drawings by Ze'ev Raban , were
the inspiration of Boris Shatz , the founder of J eru salem's Bezalel
Academy. The ceramics depict scenes of biblical agricultural activi­
ties, and are an integral par t of the building's architecture, fitting in
snugly between porches and windows. The plaque over the entrance
bears a larger scene of J erusalem containing the quote: "a d evnekh
ve-nivnet betulat bat tsiyon" (Again I will build you, and you shall
be built, virgin daughter of Zion), the mott o for T el Aviv's city
emblem.

Both the iconoclastic incident involving Gordon 's statue, and the
Lederb erg cera mics, demonstrate the degree to which the publ ic
sphere was expected to reflect eleme nts of a collective identity and
heritage. In fact, they are evidence of the competing visions of Tel
Aviv. Both Gordon 's statue and Shatz's ceramics adorne d private
homes, yet were perceived as a reflection of cultural identi ty in the
publi c sphere . T hey may in a sense be considered T el Aviv's first
public works of art. One raised controversy, the other did not. One
was seen as "Greek"-an all-purpose tagword for foreign influence
which nonetheless retained a sense of paganism and idol-worship;
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the other was praised for its "Hebrew" use of ancient and pnVi­
leged , local, J ewish trop es. Gordon's statue was eventually remo ved,
it seems, to satisfy a community which does not usually receive great
play in histories of Tel Aviv-its religious leaders. Given the over­
whemingly secular march of modern ity that T el Aviv is meant to
embody, it is not surprising that this incident receives minor cover­
age in histories of the city.'? T he ceramics are still in place and are
considered an impor tant part of the city's arc hitectual ident ity."

In the middle of the boulevard, between the Ben-Nachum Hotel
and Lederberg House, photographs from the 1920s show a third
mediat ing building - a curious structure with Byzantine columns
undern eath what looks like the minaret of a mosque. It was one of
the city's first electric generators, and was designed by Alex Barveld,
whose drawings served as the basis of the Grea t Synagogue in T el
Aviv, with its enormous dome, and who also designed the T echn ion
in Haifa. The cap reflects a desire to utilize "eastern " or "oriental"
elements; it is meant to resemble the top of a sheik's tomb. Togeth er
with Barveld's mosque-style generator, the corne r's evolution demon­
stra tes how cultural identity is negotiated in the public sphere. It
contains a compac t rendering of the spectrum of cultural influences
and dir ections at work in a form ative decad e of the city's develop­
ment. Select elements of this decade have been preserved or empha­
sized; for example, the incident involving Gordon's statue is perceived
as a minor episode in histories of the city.

Wit hin the contex t of Achusat Bayit as a whol e, the corner of
Rothschild and Allenb y provides an interesting site in which to exam­
ine the publi c expression of cultural and religious affinity: what should
the public sphere reflect? Wh at should public art look like? How
was T el Aviv to compete with the weight of J erusal em 's historical
claims ? What is the relation between the public and the private
sphere, and what responsibility does the latt er bear towards the for­
mer in matters of national and cultural identity? Finally, how does
a modernist city which prides itself on newness, crea te a sense of an
authoritative cultural tradition?

In recent decades, Rothschild has become the site of numerous

19 See Natan Harpaz, "From 'Dream Houses' to ' Boxes': T he Architect ural
Revolution in the 1930s in Tel Aviv," TIle Beginnings of Tel Aviv, 1909-1 934, pp.
99- 10 t.

20 See Batia Carrniel, Bezale! in Tel Aviv Homes (T el Aviv, 1996).
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aesthetic experiments, including renovation and preservation of the
boulevard's historic buildings; Beit Levin from 1924, is another cor­
ner building designed by Megidovitch, the architec t of the Ben
Nachum Hotel. Sculptures were often included as part of the ren­
novation process. Som e of these sculptures address their historical
surroundings, some are merely whimsical. The more contemporary
projects and public art necessarily interact with tra ces of the origi­
nal pre-urban grid of Achusat Bayu." However , while monuments
encourage an appreciation of the past , as the city develops around
them they are likely to be observed in isolation, and only tenuously
linked to the city as a whole.

The Founders' Monument, in honor of the found ers of Achusat
Bayit, was erec ted in 1951 , a short blo ck east at the corner of
Rothshchild and Nahalat Binyamin, in the spot where Gutman's
water tower had been. It depicts three foundational periods: the "lev­
eling of the sands" among tents and wild animals; "T el Aviv's begin­
nings," with the Gymnasia Herzilya and the water tower; and finally,
the bu ilding of Dizengoff Circle, Bialik House and the National
Theater . On the back of the monument are the 60 names of Achusat
Bayit's original landowners. At the other end of the boulevard, close
to the National Theater, we find Micah Ulman's r esod (Foundation)
from 1989. Ulma n's concern is not the human agents of history ("the
Founders"), but the process of history itself. The piece is less inter­
ested in assessing or delineating origins, or personalities, than in med­
itatin g on the often intangible yet powe rful by-products of historical
cha nge. Like the Founders' Monument, however, Ulman's Foundation
addresses the question of roots . Ulman's materials are concrete and
soil. The site' s play of empty space and filled-in holes is barely vis­
ible as you approach it, and does not seem to be noticed by peo­
ple walking by and over it. According to Ulman, it is either a place
in which a home is built, or the remains of one; either "the tip of
the iceberg ," the edge of some subterranean structure which cannot
be seen in its entirety, or the "archeaological remains of a structure
which has been destroyed.?"

Ulman himself says "I'm a man who digs.?" H e has dug holes

2 1 Boyer, the Ci!y cf Collective Memory, p. 187.
n "A Hole Which Is a Statue," Interview with Micha Ullman, lv!ishkafayim 31

(1997): 39.
~3 Dalia Karp el, "An Artistic Mole," M oscf Ha-aret; (22 March 1996): 80.
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in Arab villages, in J eru salem and in Berlin , compelling visitors to
interact with the work by stepping on or over it. His work engages
struc tural notions of surface and depth, thereby probing the relat ion
between history and memory, between artifact and trace. Ulman's
interest in digging and holes grew out of the possibility of whether
a hole can be a sculpture . One might also ask what it means to dig
in a place like Tel Aviv, which has relatively few layers of earth to
dig through. Perhaps the site will serve as an archea logical trace for
genera tions to come, who wish to recover and recollect T el Aviv at
the milleniurn. "

Together the two pieces demonstrate the evolution of Rothschild
Boulevard as a symbol of the city's history. Both the "Founder 's
Monument" and Ulman's Foundation suggest an archeaological model
for any futur e understanding or appreciation of the past. At the same
time, they organize for the visitor/viewer different versions of Tel
Aviv's past-the Founder 's Monument offering a neatly segme nted
and progressive vision of the city developing organically-almost like
the fish and plant life at its base, out of J onah 's J affa. Ulman's
Foundation places Tel Aviv's relatively shallow roots at the center of
his proj ect, a notion which is a part of the daily life of T el Avivians,
wheth er they choose to notice it or not, to walk over it, or pause
and reflect.

My description of Rothschild Boulevard also borrows, metaphor­
ically, this archaeological model. By locating artifacts, traces and rep­
resentations of the past, and placing them both in their respective
historical contexts, and in dialogue with one ano ther, I have tried
to approxima te some idea of the city's "sense of self." This poten­
tially slippery term suggests a problematic erasure of human agency;
what creates a city's identity if not the citizens, artists and bureau­
crats who inhabit, represent and regulate it? Yet the accumulative
effect of these multiple imprints and impressions-the often inchoate
whole that is any city-is best served by a model that admits its
necessarily limited, subjective scope, offering not a panoramic or
comprehensive history of agents and sources, but instead specific spa­
tial and temporal slices of the city, chosen for their seemingly par­
adigmatic quality, as well as their instability, their tendency to trouble

2~ One option suggested by the artist, according to Udi Rosenwein, "O utdoor
Sculpture on Rothschild Boulevard," Boulevard, p. 136.
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or qu estion their very exemplariness, and ind eed the possibility of
any single coherent rendition of the city. With Ulman, I am ulti­
mately less interested in historical age nts and sources, than with the
palpable effects of history- or its absence-on the plan e of the city.

The kind of activity provoked by Ulman's Foundation is eerily antici­
pated in Ya'akov Sha bbtai's Zikron Dvarim, an epic novel of a cru m­
bling, mid-seventi es Tel Aviv.f' The novel depicts an area adjacent
to Rothschild Boulevard, the poor and somewhat make-shift neigh­
borhood of Nordia, whose wooden huts authentically denote the
rootless condition of its inhabitants' lives. Shabbtai himself claimed
to have felt like a refugee in his own hometown." Yet his novel
offers us the "boulevard," the city itself, with none of the metahis­
torical. The repetitive circling of its characters through the city cen­
ter and beachfront deflates the city's monument al narrative of self,
exposing the decay, dirt and debri s, the flimsy arbitrariness of archi­
tectural forms , as well as the petty randomness that mak e up the
lives of its citizens. It is these ordinary and often bleak, even cruel
details that remain , embedded in the memories of the cha rac ters,
and in the city's topsoil. The novel's achievement is that it makes
something enduring, compelling and even beautiful of these details.
Roth schild has indeed become a monument. If, however , like Ulma n,
we dig a bit , we can find competing ideas regarding its character;
literary memoirs such as Zikron Dvarim furth er unravel the stree t's
symbolic aspec t. The boulevard tod ay makes room for expressions
of T el Aviv's official history , as well as its own hom egrown ambiva­
lence towards these roots.

25 T am ar Berger also links Ulman 's work with Shabbtai 's novel in her study
Diony sus at Di<.engqff Center (T el Aviv: Ha-kibbutz Ha-meuchad, 1998), pp . 89-99.

26 Ya'akov Shabtai, "Interview with Ilan a Zuckerman ," Tehdiot Achronot (2 August
199 1), originally broadcast in the summer of 1981, shortly before the writer 's dea th.





THE WAY TO A HALACHIC STATE: THEOCRATIC
POLITICAL EXT REMISM IN ISRAEL'

Nac hman Ben-Yehuda
H ebrew University

The state of Israel was established in 1948 as a ' j ewish demo cracy."
The problem created by this political cha racterization has accom­
panied the state from its day of inception. On the one hand, "democ­
racy" denotes a political structure associated with options, freedom
to make informed choices among competing altern atives and increas­
ingly so with universalistic human rights . On the other hand, one
of the central cultural "building blocks" of Judaism is religion, which­
by definition- is non-democratic. By not separa ting state from reli­
gion, and declaring itself a 'jewish demo cracy" an inherent structural
and conceptual tension was int rodu ced into the political nature of
the state. This structural tension forms the central contextual back­
ground of this chapte r.

In reality, it is possible to reach compromises that can make the
actual existence of a ' j ewish democracy" viable. This po ssibility
hinges ultimately on how one defines "democracy" and "religion."
To ena ble the co-existence of religion and demo cracy one mu st
define both in fairly spacio us and toleran t terms. As we shall see,
the main threat for Israeli democracy has become the extreme reli­
gious an d nationali stic re-definition of ' j udaism" which has devel­
oped in the country, as well as the subversion of the concept of
"democracy. "

Thus, "extremism" in this pap er is taken to mean shrinking of
range, deflating of variance and limiting the number of options and
choices. Extre mism lies at the opposite pole of choices, recognition
and acceptan ce of the other/so It is the difference between multi­
culturalism and ethnocentrism.

I Funded by a Silbert Found ation gran t. T he illustrative data presented here are
part of a larger proj ect on Haredi Deviance 1948-1 998.



100 NAC HMAN BEN- YEHUDA

TIe Inherent and Structural Religious Tension in Israel?

As numerous works have pointed out , the tension between concep­
tualizing Israel as a modern J ewish secular state with the more fun­
dam entalist religious element of its population is anything but a new
issue." The establishment of the State of Israel was the result of the
efforts of the secular Zioni st movement. That movement was most
certainly considered by the majority of Jews living in Europe and
the USA prior to WWII as a small and deviant movement.' Moreover,
many orthodox and ultra orthodox J ewish key figures have viewed
secular Zioni sm with distaste, scorn and hostility. Coupled with the
J ewish Holocaust during WvVII, a very serious moralistic and theo­
logical problem was created for the older religious conceptualizat ion.

Thus, from the day the state of Israel was established, the non­
Zionist ultra or thodox (or "Haredi" as they are referred to in Hebrew)
challenge to the secular state of Israel was expressed in a forceful
manner. Orthodox and Haredi J ews who embrace d a non-Zionist
religious ideology had a strong motivation to rationalize their stand
and expose the Zionist position (and, in fact, all other J ewish inter­
pretations) as morally inferior, dangerou s and theol ogically wrong.'

2 The analysis presented in this paper focuses on the dominant and hegemonic
J ewish majority of Israel. Wh ile Israeli Arabs constitute abou t 16% of the popu la­
tion, their impact on the pr ocesses described in this paper have been marginal.
However , the pro cesses described in this paper threaten to erode the egalitarian
base on which Arabs' pa rticipa tion in Israeli demo cracy is conceptualized. J ewish
theocrats have absolutely no desire to allow Ara bs to sha re power.

" For example, see Gideon Aran, The Land qf Israel between Politics and Religion
(Je rusalem: J erusalem Institute for the Study of Israel, 1985) (Hebrew); Menachem
Friedman, Haredi Society (Je rusa lem: J erusalem Institute for the Study of Israel, 1991)
(Hebrew) and idem, Sociery and Religion: The Non-Zionist Orthodox in Eretz-lsraeI1 918-1 936
(Je rusalem: Yad Yitzhak Ben- Zvi Publ ica tions, 1977) (H ebrew), idem and Joseph
Shilhav, Growth and segregation-the ultra orthodox community qf Jerusalem (Jerusalem:
J eru salem Institut e for the Study of Israel, 1985) (Hebrew); Ehud Sprinzak, Brother
Against Brother. Violence and Extremism in Israeli Politicsfrom Altalena to the Rabin Assassination
(New York: The Free Press, 1999); Moshe Sam et, Religion and State in Israel: Studies
in Sociology (jerusalem: The Eliezer Kaplan School of Economics and Social Sciences,
T he H ebrew University, 1979) (H ebrew).

• Celia Stop nicka Ro senthal , "Devia tion and Social Ch an ge in the J ewish
Co mmunity of a Sma ll Polish T own," American J ournal of Sociology 60, 2 (1954):
177-1 81.

5 For some basic references rega rding the Haredim consu lt T amar EI-O r, Educated
and Ignorant: On Ultra-orthodox Women and their World (T el Aviv: Am O ved, 1990)
(Hebrew); Menachem Friedman , Society and Religion, idem, I-1aredi Society; Sam uel
H eilman , Defenders qf the Faith (New York: Schocken Books, 1992), idem, "Religious
J ewry in the Secular Press," in Cha rles S. Liebman , ed., Religious and Secular: Corfiict
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Overall, it is po ssible to discern five major int erpretations of
Judaism, each of which constitutes an ideo logical core around which
scores ofJ ews flock and maintain a different cultura l and social sys­
tem : one, the orthodoxy; two, the ultra orthodoxy; three, conserva­
tives; fourth , reforms and fifth, seculars. O bviously, these camps are
not homogeneous and there are further sub-divisions and rivalries
within them . So as not to blur the differences, let me point out that
some of the variance with in these gro ups is rather impressive. For
example, secular J ews ran ge between those who practice a secular
lifestyle (probably the majority) an d a much sma ller mino rity who
has developed a secular consciousness. The ultra-orthodox can be
divided along such lines as the recognition in the Zionist idea of the
state of Israel as a J ewish state and anti-Zionists, not to mention
different (and comp eting) fractions of Hasiduyot (small or large groups
of Hass idim weaving networks aroun d one Rabbi or Admor). T his
rich sociological jigsaw puzzle obviously provides a research heaven
for any sociologist.

Religious J ews in Israel are not homogeneou s. Politically speak­
ing, at least two major camps could be identified amongst them: the
national religious (which is a form of the orthodox interpretation of
J udaism) and the ultra-orthodox. These camps themselves, one mu st
note, have not been hom ogeneous. One must furt her not e, however ,
that the convergence between these two major camps in recent yea rs
turns making distinctions between them sometimes a difficult task.

Since from its very first day of inception the secularly founded
state of Israel did not separate sta te from religion," one of the inter­
pretations of J udaism- the orthodox, became the hegemonic and

and Accommodation between J ews in Israel (Je rusalem: Keter , 1990), pp. 45- 65, idem and
Menachem Friedman , "Religious Fundamentalism and Religious J ews: The Case of
the Haredim," in Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds., Fundamentalisms Observed
(Chicago: T he University of Chicago Press, 1991), pp. 197- 264;J acob Katz, Tradition
and Crisis: J ewish Society at the End qf the Middle Ages, trans. Bernard D. Cooperman
(New York: New York University Press, 1993), idem, J acob Katz, "O rthodoxy in
Historical Perspective," in Studies in Contemporary J ewry, Vol. II (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1986), pp . 3- 17; David Landau, Piety and Power: the World qfJewish
Fundamentalism (New York: Far rar Strauss Girou x, 1993); Amn on Levi, the Haredim
(Je rusalem: Keter, 1988) (Hebrew); Benjamim Neuberger, Religion, State and Politics
(T el Aviv: Op en University, 1994) (Hebrew); Aviezer Ravitzky, Messianism, Zionism
andJ ewish Religious Radicalism (T el Aviv: Am Oved, 1993) (Hebrew); Moshe Samet,
idem.

G Which, by the way, makes the application of the concep t "civil religion" in the
Israeli context particularly ridiculous.
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dominant in a number of areas, for example, marriage, divorce, bur­
ial and Kosher food control. For all practical purposes, and for the
overwh elming majority of J ews living in Israel , no marriage, divorce
or burial ceremonies can take place out side the orthodox religious
interpretation (one must not e some tendencies to break this hege­
mony in recent times). Israelis who do not want to get married in
a religious ceremony have to leave the country and get married
abroad. Cyprus is a preferred destination because it is close by and
involves relatively cheap transportation, but other European, North
American, or South American destinations are used as well. Food is
another area an orthodox oriented administration basically controls
fairly tightly the type and amount of non-kosher food which is either
manufactured or brought into the country. Moreover, as time passes,
the orthodoxy tends to utilize its power in one area to expand its
sphere of coercive influence into another. Kosher food is a good
illustration. While Kosher food has to do with the type, and ways,
of preparation of food, restaurants, hotels and other places are increas­
ingly threatened that if they do not observe the Sabbath according
to the orthodox interpretation, they will be declared as non Kosh er
places , regardless of how they actually prepare food . Likewise, using
laws that have nothing to do with religion , the orthodoxy is attempt­
ing to expand its sphere of influence into other areas, for example,
trying to shut down commerce which is open for business on Saturday,
introduce religious contents into secular schools' curri culum, and forc­
ing El AI-Israel's national airlin e-not to fly on Saturday.

It is important to note that Isra eli J ewish population (about 5 mil­
lion individuals) is divided, very roughly, to about 20-25% religious
and about 80-75% non -religious. The "religious" category is com­
posed mostly of orthodoxy and 7-12% ultra-orthodoxy. One must
note that it is difficult to present accurate numbers because of the
problems involved in definitions and measurements. Reform and con­
servative Jews which constitute the overwhelming majority of Jews
living outside of Israel in the west, are barely to be found in the
Jewish state . In oth er words, a demographic minority dictates to the
majority how some major elements of its cultural life should be.

While some claim that there may be a few inh erent common core
elements among the major interpretations of Judaism, there certainly
are some major, profound and significant differences among these
groups regarding various issues concerning their world view, toler-
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ance to those who are not like them, attitudes towards human rights ,
women, politics and the nature of demo cracy.

Thus, the religious-secular conflict in Israel regarding the nature
of the state and its cultural identity is anything but a new issue.
Why has it "suddenly" gained such a high prominence in Israeli life?

There are a number of reasons for that but, historically speaking,
the assassination of Rabin seems to have a been a cruc ial turning
point.

The Assassination ofYitehak Rabin by Yigael Amir

Yitzhak Rabin, demo crati cally elected prime minister of Israel (June
23, 1992), was assassinated in T el Aviv on November 4, 1995 by
an orthodox J ew-Yigael Amir. The amount of wild, poisonous and
dangerous instigat ion against Rabin and his govern ment reached
significant proportions in the summer of 1995.7 Numerous people
from the Israeli right , very many of them with a strong religious ori­
entation (Jewish orthodox, and ultra orthodox) did their best to vil­
ify Rabin. Their most favorable analogies were taken from traitors
and collabora tors dating to WWII (e.g., Quisli ng, Petain, Mussolini).
The main cause for the anger and hatred was Rabin's going along
with the Oslo accord, and his willingne ss to compromise with the
Palestinians for some future polit ical and peaceful arrangement for
both people.

Murdering Rabin had a strong political-ideological background.
His assassination, and this is crucially important, was grounded in a
religious context. Thus, for very many secular people this assassina­
tion forced to the surface a powerful cultural battle that has been
waged in the J ewish Israeli culture for many yea rs: the struggle
between secular and demo cratic, and religiously theocratic J ews.

Yigacl Amir, Rabin's assassin, is a religious J ew, who was studying
at the only religious (orthodox) university in Israel (Bar Han) and
identified himself with the Israeli right. That an orthodox religious
J ew, identified with the polit ical right , assassinated a secular Jew,
viewed as part of the political left, could hardly have escaped attention.

7 For a fairly good description of this see Michael Karpin and Ina Friedman,
Murder in the Name qf God (T el Aviv: Zmora-Bitan, 1999) (Hebrew).
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Moreover, Amir stated explicitly that the main motive for his act
was religious. Following the assassination, and instead of a careful
self examina tion, a pattern of evasion and "stu ttering" developed by
many religious J ews (orthodox and ultra-orthodox) to "account" for
the assassination. This patt ern could not have been ignored either.
A patt ern of "newspeak" developed amo ngst the religious right in a
way which was meant to erase the mem ory of the assassination, and
void of meaning the fact that Amir was religious, part of the polit­
ical right , or that he studied at the religious Bar Ilan University.
Moreover, in a live televised discussion on the com memoration day
for Rabin in 2000 , Aviezer Ravitzky, a fluent and smoo th speaker
for the theocrats, cha llenged the description of Amir as "religious."
He argued that a J ew who committed such an act could not possi­
bly be a "religious J ew."B Strange "logic" indeed, if we are willing
to apply it to criminals in general. This patt ern of evasion, which
was quit e successful one must add, was aim ed to divorce Amir-his
act and justifications-from its cultural context and meaning. This
led to the description of Amir as a "loose canon" in a cultural and
sociological vacuum.

In retrospect, it seems obvio us that Rabin 's assassination helped
to crystallize the rea lization of ma ny secular J ewish Israelis that the
ultra orthodoxy, and some major portions of the orthodoxy, have
declared "war" agains t them- their values, politics, institutions and
life style. In a sense, this raised consciousness helps to explain the
success of a new secular pa rty-Shinui ("Change")- in introducing
six new parliam ent members into the Knesset in the 1999 general
elec tions and fifteen in the 2003 elections . This party explicitly
declared it was secular, aiming to sepa ra te state from religion.

From the assassin's point of view, and from that of his sup­
porters, the assassination was a brilliant success. A new government,
head ed by Binyamin Ne tanyahu, came into power. It slowed the
O slo process in the most significant way, and gave Israel's religious
parti es an enormous importance and sha re in national politics. So
bad was this discrimination that the state controller, supreme court
judge Miriam Ben-Porath in her 48th repor t (released in early May
1998), pointed out that the ultra orthodox religious sector in the
coun try was receiving resources way above and beyond what decency

H First channel, Israeli TV.
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and fairness dictat ed. The assassination of Rabin, which was aimed
to achieve a change in the governance of Israel, achieved exac tly
tha t.

Sociologists use the term "cultural integration" (or "cultural inter­
locking") to denote the close relat ionship and interdepend ence among
vario us elements of cultural systems. The term refers to the fact that
the major components of cultures tend to support and reaffirm one
another. In this way, major social institutions like the family tend to
support, and be supported by, other institutions like religion , poli­
tics, the economy. This concept explains not only why restaurants
in Saudi Arabia do not sell pork products, but suggests that Amir
was part of a specific cultural complex. That he was orthodox reli­
gious, of the Israeli right , studied at Bar Ilan University and spent
a grea t deal of his time amongst J ewish settlers in the West Bank is
no coincidence. These cultural attributes form a specific cultural inte­
gra ted entity. This ent ity does not , of course, imply that any or all
of these cultural elements were "responsible" for, or even "wa nted,"
Rabin 's assassination. However, this complex implies that Amir was
comfortably immersed in these cultural eleme nts where he found
support and nurture for his general ideological theocratic world view.
Viewing the assassina tion of Rabin from this point of view makes it
abunda ntly clear that it was no coincidence, culturally speaking, that
his assassin was identified with the political right , that he studied at
Bar Ilan University, or that he was an orthodox J ew. It is possible
that the most imp ort ant impact of Rabin 's assassina tion was that it
cha nged the secular consciousness. The most salient indication for
this cha nge was the publi c and private discourse in Israel. If before
Rabin 's assassination most discourse was focused on the peace process
and the prospects for a "new Middle East," the discourse following
the assassination focused on the J ewish religious-secular conflict.

The assassination of Rabin by a religious J ew who used Halachic
justifications, and was part of a religious national milieu, seemed to
have awakened many secular J ews to the fact that they live under
a cultural hegemony of the orthodox and ultra-orthodox version of
Judaism. One of the potential meanings of this cultural occupa tion
was revealed in the assassina tion and that was that Halachic rhetoric
was used in an anti-democratic act in order to achieve political goals.
Thus, while the religious-state tension in Israel is a longstan ding one ,
the assassination of Rabin blew it very powerfully to the sur face. It
should not really surprise us to find out that ultra orthodox newspapers
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(mostly children' s newspap ers) either ignored or openly ridiculed the
memorial events for Rabin 's assassination."

The fact that this is the case requ ires us to look at the assassina­
tion of Rabin in a broad er context. Therefore, I shall continue this
chapter by focusing on the theme that Israel is facing a genuine
struggle between the theocrats (a combina tion of ultra-or thodoxy an d
many members of the orthodoxy) and the democrats, and that the
violence used by the theocrats (including the assassination of Rabin)
is calculated, rational, and goal oriented- it is aimed to turn Israel
from a democracy into a theocracy. In oth er words, the theocrats
intend to turn Israel into an extremist religious state.

I use the term "theocra ts" deliberately because it helps me to cre­
ate a generalizable concep t. The fact is that the hegemonic politi­
cal position of the orthodox and ultra-o rthodox (the theocrats) versions
of Judaism in Israel created a situa tion where these versions' inter­
preta tions of reality gain ascen dancy. The political representation,
lead ership, as well as the theological leadership, of these versions
have been trying their best to pu sh Israel in the direction of an
Halachic state, that is, to reduce the cultural Judaic variance in Israel
and bring it closer to a J ewish ortho dox state. In this sense, mak­
ing distinctions within the different factions is almost irrelevant because
the overwhelming majority of the imp ortant and decisive elites of
the theocrats agree on this issue.

T he theocrat ic violence in Israel can be roughly divided into two
domains : verbal and direct action.

Verbal Violence and Abuse

Orthodox and ultra-orthodox J ews in Israel present a basic and self­
defined superior moral position . They tend to define themselves as
the only real and genuine authentic J ews. The discourse they use
tries to dictate such "tru ths" as tho se which state that secular, con­
servative and reformed Jews are culturally inferior, lack spirituality
and are in deep and urgent need of an intensive conversion into
orthodox or ultra-orthodox Judaism (in H ebrew, become "Ba'alei
T eshuva"). In fact, deputy minister of religion Rabbi Aryeh Gamliel

o E.g., sec Ha'aretr, October 27, 1997, p. GA.
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(an ultra orthodox from Shas party) stated explicitly that the "role
of the Ministry of religion is to encourage return to ultra ortho­
doxy ."!" This simply means that the funds taken as taxes from the
secular majority are to be used to encourage these secular people to
experience a religious conversion. Thus, it was disclosed in December
1996 that religious agents wait outside secular schools for the inno­
cent children and flood them with cassettes, requests, demands, threats
and temptations, to convert to one of the versions of orthodox or
ultra orthodox Judaism. Again, this proselytization activity was financed
and made possible with funds taken from secular tax payers' money. 11

One of the images theocrats like to use is that of the "empty wagon,"
meaning that secular Jews ar e traveling in an empty carriage, sym­
bolizing vacuous and aimless life. One of the interesting slogans used
by the National Religious Party (MAFDAL) in the 1996 election was
'Judaism with a soul" meaning, of course, that non-religious Jews
have no soul. The implications of such rhetoric are obvious-ortho­
dox and ultra orthodox Jews have a world full of spirituality and
values that other J ews lack altogether.

As every student of sociology and anthropology will recognize, the
above claims represent a nice illustration of good old fashioned eth­
nocentric propaganda in a cultural war. In fact, secular, conserva­
tive, orthodox, reform and ultra orthodox versions of Judaism present
different cultures, as defined in the professional literature. That is,
all have the classic ingredients of cultures: language, values , norms,
and material products which make each one of them distinct and
different than the other; for example, music, history, literature, atti ­
tudes towards women, democracy, clothing, food , tolerance, etc .
Clearly, contempt and scorn among ultra-orthodox (and many ortho­
dox) Jews for other versions of Judaism (and defining them as "non
Jews") is not just a matter for sterile academic discussions. This basic
position is expressed in a variety of claim making activities, demands,
and assertions. For example, on January 13, 1997 ultra orthodox
parliament member Moshe Gafni threatened secular Jews openly that
"if the seculars want war-we will fight them. :"" Let me illustrate
some events from recent times :

iO Tediot Aharonot. January 7, 1997, pp. I, 8.
ii Ha'crete, December 16, 1996, front page.
i2 Yediot Aharonot, J anuary 13, 1998, p. 7.
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"O ne should not buy falafel fro m a secular J ew" (a H alachic state­
ment from R abbi Ovadia Yoseph), '" and secular J ews are no t to
be allowed to be employed in Israeli wineries because Israeli ortho ­
dox rabbis instructed that any employme nt of a secular J ew there
would make the wines non-Kosher and unfit for consumption by
J ews.H

Israel's Television channel I told its viewers that Matti Dagan ,
head of th e religious educa tion in th e Israeli ministry of educa­
tion , sent a memo to head administra to rs in th e religious educa­
tion advising th em th at "secular teach ers and guides are not to
be employed in th e religiou s education division " becau se th ey can
affect badly th e religiou s stude nts." It mu st be added th at next
day th e gen eral di rector of th e Ministry of Education appe ared
in th e same channel an d sta ted that "secular teachers are not pre­
vented from teaching in religious scho ol." While no data are avail­
able, my guess is that if there are secular teachers in religious
schools, their number is negligible and they probably tend to be
employed in what are conside red as "technical" areas .
Comparing sho wing movies on El AI flights to flood ing the Gas
C hambers (in Nazi death camps) with Zyklon B and dem anding
that in-flight movies be banned in El AI airplanes." Moreover ,
un der Haredi pressure, Egged , Israel's largest public bus company
canceled its plan to show passengers video movies on its lon g
rou tes. This ca ncellat ion was expensive because the Haredi pres­
sure was applied after much equipme nt had already been installed
in many of Egged 's do uble decker bu ses.'?
In Novembe r 1997 , J ewish officers from th e J erusalem police force
were called in the ultra ortho dox press "murde re rs" and "Nazis"
and their units referred to as "S .S. units whose han ds are soaked
with blood ." The "reason" for these attacks was the police ac tiv­
ities against ultra ortho dox violent and illegal demon stration s on
Bar Dan road in J erusalem on Saturdays in atte mpts to shut down
tr an sportation on th e road on Saturdays."

13 Ma'ario, December 2, 1996, p. 20.
14 Ha'aretr, February 9, 1998, p. 7A.
15 Ala'anv, December 3, 1996, p. 22.
II; Ha'aretr , December 29, 1996, p. 7A.
17 Ha'aretz , Febru ary 20, 1995, p. 6A.
IA Ko! Hair, November 4, 1997, pp . 26 and 36.
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Furthermore, a crucially important cornerstone of the ultra ortho­
dox, and orthodox, claim making activity is based on the doctrine
of "mutual responsibility." This magical doctrine stipulates that the
almighty makes ALL the Jews pay for the "sins" of Jews, regardless
of their identification (e.g., secular). Let us look at some of the mon­
strous accusations made in recent years which follow belief in this
doctrine:

Pinhas Horowitz, deputy head of the center of Agudat Israel, an
ultra orthodox organization, stated that "If we observe the Sabbath
(ultra orthodox style, of course-N.B.Y.), the state will continue
to exist, and if not, a new Hitler will rise. Ninety-five per cent of
the Jews in Germany were Reform and assimilationist, who were
like the Germans, and precisely there arose a Hitler who mur­
dered six million Jews. It is obvious that the responsibility for the
Shoah is that of the Reforms. This is a fact. There were no reli­
gious Jews there (in Germany-N.B.Y.). This teaches us that when
Judaism (ultra orthodox style, of course-N.B.Y.) the Shabbat and
the belief in the almighty is ruined, a Hitler rises Up."19 Moreover,
this preposterous accusation was amplified in 1997. At that time,
it was revealed that a textbook to study geography in the Beit
Ya'acov chain of schools (schools for ultra orthodox girls) entitled
The United States ('Art.<;ot Habrit' ) stated that the Conservative and
Reform interpretations of Judaism cause the destruction of "the
people of Israel" by amplifying intermarriage and uprooting "fun­
damental Judaism." One needs to be reminded that this disre­
spectful, hateful and misleading information is, partially at least ,
funded by monetary contributions from the United States, and by
public funds secured from the state of Israel and used to support
the Beit Ya'acov school chain. i?
Secular Jews are responsible for the Holocaust because the almighty
punished ALL Jews for their "sins," or worse yet that secular
Zionists were "interested" that a Holocaust will occur."

- Another ultra orthodox newspaper, rated Ne'eman (the Shofar of
Rabbi Shach) told its readers that the death of Jewish soldiers in

19 Ha'arete , December 2, 1996, p. 7A.
10 Yerushalaim , January 17, 1997, p. 10.
21 Ha'aretz; May 2, 1997, p. 2A.
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all of Israel's wars can be attributed to the reckless behavior of
the secular an d nati onal religious J ews. T hat these J ews do not
keep the Halacha as strictly as they should causes the wrath of
the almighty to be released on the J ews and thus the dead soldiers."
T he ultra or thodox newspaper Hamodia told its readers that the
lack of faith and partial j ewish education of the seculars cause the
car accident fata lities in Israel.2:l

O n March 20, 1998 during a demonstra tion of orthodox and ultra
orthodox j ews, secular j ews were accused that: "we are all pun­
ished from heaven because of you" and "we are tired of financing
your drugged sons who sit in pri sons, and all the yellow secular
T el Avivians who ran to J eru salem from the Iraqi Scuds" and,
how "the seculars murdered the J ews in the Holocau st."?" On
December I , 1996, Moshe Ehrenshte in, previous Mayor of Bnei
Brak, and depu ty chair of the center of Agudat Israel stated that
"Many Rabbi s state that all the troubles in the country are caused
because the Sabbath is not observed." 21

Another area where we can witness numerous elaim making activi­
ties is in a series of symbolic demands, some successful in bri nging
about action, others just making the claim itself.

Forcing EI AI not to fly on Saturday, not because of commercial
considerations, but becau se of a religious interpretation. It is note­
wort hy that EI AI is the only airline in the world which does not
fly for a day and a half every week, a feat which cost the com­
pany some 50 million US$ annually."

- Anot her incident involved, unbelievably, dinosaurs. In August of
1993 "Tara ," which manufactures various milk produ cts, tried to
market a new milk product an d used as a promotion for the prod­
uct , as well as the graphic represent at ion on the produ ct , images
of din osaurs. Ultra orthodox autho rities raged and threatened to
boycott "Tara 's" products. The reason ? The very idea of dinosaurs

~~ Ha'aretz,June 17, 1997, p. +A.
~J Kot Hair, May 16, 1997, p. 26.
11 Ha'aretr, March 22, 1998, p. SA.
l". Ha'aretr , December 2, 1996, p. 7A.
~li Ha'arete, ~ Iay I I , 1997, p. 2G ; Ha'aretz,July 7, 1998, p. 3C; Ha'aretz,July 8,

1998, p. 2C.
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represents a severely major blasphemy because it provides a different
sequence of datin g of life on the plan et than the one implied in
the Bible, not to mention the implications for that forbidden con­
ception of "evolution." The result? "T ara" cha nged its advertis­
ing for the product.

- Co ntinuous threats aga inst the Israeli supreme cour t (the chief jus­
tice has 24 hou rs bodyguards) by theocrats. Rabbi David Yoseph
(son of Rabbi Ovadia Yoseph) an imp ortant religious figure, and
the Rabbi of H ar Nof neighb orhood in J erusalem, stated that the
court is the "genuine enemy of religious people.'?" Rabbi Yeshaya
Rotter , a Shofar for ultra orthodox rabbi Shach (a very promi­
nent Haredi figure) sta ted that "if we had the power , we would
have been obligated to go to war against the secular judges .. .
We have no positive attitude towards these judges," compared the
supreme court to Sodom and added that the ability to force all
J ews to behave according to the strict H alachic rules (that is,
becom e ultra ortho dox) is indeed the test of the Messiah . In
February 1998 parliam ent memb ers from the ultra orthodox Shas
party attacked the Israeli supreme court in an unp recedented man­
ner , accusing its judges of being biased aga inst Sepha rdic J ews,
its practices being primitive, dangerous and constituting "foreign
work."28 To this vicious attack, the legal adviser to the govern­
ment-r-Elyakim Rubinstein (himself an orthodox J ew)-responded
by stating publicly that this attack is "not far from being suspect
of a law violation" but did nothing else."

- Attack from the religious leader of SHAS-Rabbi Ovadia Yoseph­
on the actors of the Israeli national theater ("Habima"). He stated
that they deserved the "electric chair ." Yuval Carmi, acting on
behalf of the actors, filed a complaint with Merchav Yarkon of
the Tel Aviv police."
The worst is a number of illegal theocratic radio stations ("pirate
radio s" in the local jargon)" which, without sha me or boundaries ,
disperse hatred, violent threat s and open preachin g to convert to
orthodoxy, as well as delegitimizing democracy at its base. Science,

1 ) Ha'aretr, Apr il 25, 1998.
18 Ha'aretr, February 4, 1998, p. 12A.
:1'1 Ha'arete, February 5, 1998, p. IDA.
:., Ha'aretr, April 3, 1997.
:11 See the chapter by Derek Pcnslar in this volume.
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academia, judges and secular people arc continuously stigmatized
and vilified in these transmissions. Accord ing to recent repo rt , 12
orthodox and ultra orthodox "pira te" radio stations are busy on
a daily basis in stigmatizing and vilifying secular j ews, and spread­
ing vile propaganda against demo cracy." For example, one of the
ultra orthodox radio stations ("T he Voice of the Soul") told its
listeners to make a holy war against the seculars, particularly a
secular radio station in Tel Aviv (Radio Tel Aviv). The result was
hundreds of threaten ing faxes and telephone calls (among which
was a threat to burn the station) which flooded Radio Tel Aviv
and halted many of its activities. As usual, a complaint to T el
Aviv police was filed."
On November 21, 1997 the legal adviser to the Israeli govern­
ment warned the ultra-orthodox weekly Hashavua to stop its hate­
ful articles. This weekly branded Rabin as a "Kapo," Peres and
Rabin were referred to as a 'J udenraete" the chief justice Aharon
Barak as "the most dan gerous enemy of judaism," and it told its
readers that : "Me ridor (a finan ce minister who quit Netanyahu's
govern ment) shot Netanyahu in his back, spilled his blood , sat
near his aortae and sucked and sucked.T" In December, the same
weekly newspap er accused Barak of having "a superiority mania
and delusions of being the Almighty" stating that the Israeli supreme
cour t is controlled by a "leftist Mafia.Y" Shimon Peres was not
spared either as he was described as "a junkie running straight to
hell .. . If Netanyahu hears a shot behind his back, he knows 50%
that it cam e from the barrel of Shimon Peres's gun."36
Roni Milo, mayor of Tel Aviv in 1997/8, who came out openly
a few times with strong statements against religious coercion, was
called in the ultra orthodox newspapers an "enemy," "hoodlum,"
"idiot, anti-S emitic and instigator." T his instigation campaign was
led by Hashaoua."

32 Ha'arete, April I, 1998, p. 2B; Yizhar Beer, Pirate Radio in Israel: Alternative
Communication or a Threat to Democracy? (Je rusalem: Keshev, 1998) (Hebrew).

:l3 Ha'arete. December 12, 1997, p. 7A and April 1, 1998 p. 2B.
H See Ha'aret::,June 27, 1997, p. 2A and November 21, 1997, p. 6A.
;, Ha'aretz; December 15, 1996, p. 8A.
% Ha'aretz, October 20, 1996, p. 4A.
:17 Ha'aret::, March 23, 1997, p. 6A.



THEOCRATIC POLITICAL EXTREMISM IN ISRAEL 113

Physical Violence

As can be expected, violence does not stop at the verbal level. We
can easily examine quite a few direct actions:

Ultra orthodox Jews attacked conservative Jewish women who
came to prey at the "Wailing Wall" by throwing heavy physical
objects on them and calling them "Nazis.Y" Almost a year later
bags with dirt were thrown on conservative Jews who came to
prey at the "Wailing Wall."?" Haim Miller, deputy mayor of
Jerusalem and an ultra orthodox Jew, told journalists that "con­
servative Jews are a symbol for the destruction of the Jewish peo­
pie . . . Conservatives have no place in the country.t"? Indeed,
repeated attacks on conservative Jews prompted their demand from
Premier Netanyahu that they be given proper defense against the
Jews who continually attack them. This demand came following
the painting of a swastika on a reform movement synagogue in
Jerusalem and vandalism in the conservative synagogue in Kfar
Saba."
Bus stops in Israel are designed in such a way that advertising by
using large posters in them is possible. In May and June 1986
(and a small repeat in May 1998) ultra orthodox Jews began a
systematic campaign of burning these bus stops so as to force the
company who sells the advertising spaces there ("Poster Media")
to censor its posters and use only what they refer to as "modest"
posters. Poster Media, obviously, yielded to this violence. Moreover,
when international companies target Israel for advertising cam­
paigns for their products, they classify Israel within such countries
as Iran and other extreme Moslem states, and design their cam­
paigns accordingly."
Ultra orthodox Jews burnt a large number of Israeli flags in the
1997 Lag Ba'omer holiday in Jerusalem and possibly in Bnei Brak
toO.43 One of the suspects who was arrested after the event in

38 Ma'ariv, November 13, 1996, p. 10; Ha'aretr, same date , p. 9A.
3~ Ha'arete , June 12, 1997, p. 2A.
10 Ha'aretz, June 12, 1997.
H Ha'aretz, October 21, 1997, p. 7A.
12 Ha'orete, July 6,1997, p. 3B.
H Ma'ariv May 25, 1997, front page and May 30, p. 25 in the Mussaf; Ha'aret;

May 27, 1997, p. 5A.
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J erusalem, a 14 yea rs old boy, stated th at " this is not my coun­
try, so I burnt its flag.":"
Envi ronmental sta tues were destroyed in Ashd od by ultra ortho­
dox J ews/ ' ultra orthodo x J ews spat on Christian pri ests in the
old city ofJ eru salem,IGand others urinated on the Christian embassy
in the city.' ?

- Violence again st Israeli archaeologists is prevalent among Haredi
J ews (e.g., using violence against the excavations of the City of
David in 1978).

- Severe violent dem onstrations aimed to bring abo ut the shutting
down of main roads on Saturday: the Ramot road in J erusalem
in 1978-8 1 and the Bar Han road in 1997.

- Beginning in O ctober 1997, repeated attempts were made, prob­
ably by Haredi Jews, to burn th e apartment of some female Arab
stude nts who rented it on th e edge of a Haredi neighborhood in
J erusalem (between Musrar a and M e'a Sh e'arim).!" The attempts
to set the ap artment on fire followed verbal threats ("Arabs Out"),
paintings of swas tikas in th e staircase leading to the apartment ,
writing vilifying and threatening graffiti on the walls of the sta ir­
case, knocking on the door of the apartment in the middle of the
night, spi tting on the girls in the stree t and throwin g stones on
them . Eventually, an improvised explosive device (a "pipe cha rge" )
was laid near the door of the apa rtme nt as well. IY There could
hardly be a qu estion th at the police handling of this case of con­
tinued harassment s reflects extreme negligence, incompetence and
lack of serious law enforcing activity (at least till the middle of
1998).

- Attackin g and throwing stones at ca rs on Saturday are common
occurrences. Even un suspectin g and innocent drivers who, by pure
mistake, drive into an ultra orthodox neighborhood on Saturday
are no t warned politely and asked firmly to leave. These innocent
dr ivers ar e typically attac ked, the cars ar e hit , and beatings take
place. For example, in November 1996 five young peop le from

H redial Ahronot, ~1ay 30, 1997, p. 4.
l:> Ha'orete , J an uary 10, 1997, p. II A.
~I ; i\la'ario, February 21, 1997, p. 2.
~ 7 Kol Hair, J une 20, 1997.
'" Ha'aretr , December 12, 1998, p. lOA
1" Terushalayim. May 5, 1998, pp. 18- 19.
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the Tel Aviv area, with a ten years old girl, drove by mistake into
such a neighborhood in Jerusalem. A Haredi mob attacked the car,
cursed its passengers and threatened the terrified passengers. A
secular man who passed by used his cellular phone to call the
police . A force of border patrol police arrived on the scene, which
was described later by a senior police officer as "very close to a
lynch," and tried to get the passengers out of the danger zane­
to no avai l. Only when more police arrived it became possible to
yank the frightened secular passengers out to safety.50

Moreover , the ultra orthodoxy has a private police force called the
"modesty guard" which act s violently against anyone they feel has
violated their conduct norms. This force operates completely outside
any control of the state .

We should not drift into the common mistake that all the deviance
and violence is only amongst ultra orthodox ("Haredl") Jews. Threats
on the life of judges, politici ans and others are not traced to them
only. Orthodox, politically to the right, J ews are equally to be blamed.
The assassin of Rabin was not a Haredi, but an orthodox J ew. The
'J ewish Unde rground" which existed in the late 1970s early 1980s,
and attacked Palestinians as well as planning to blow up the Mosques
on the Temple Mount, was not Haredi Orthodox" but had many
orthodox members; violence of J ewish settlers in the West Bank
towards the Arabs comes typically from the orthodox religious right
(e.g., the massacre committed by Dr. Baruch Goldstein in Hebron
against innocent Palestiniansr. "

The orthodox and ultra-orthodox religious pre ssure manifests itself
in everyday life too . Let us examine a few illustrations:

) 11 Ha'aretz, Nov. 10, 1996, p. SA; Ma'orio, Nov. 10, 1996, p. 15.
51 For a short descrip tion see Nachman Ben-Yehuda, Political assassinations by J ews.

A Rhetorical Device for J ustice (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), pp .
293-297.

',2 O n Februa ry 25, 1994, Dr. Baru ch Goldstein, an orth odox J ewish physician
from the J ewish settlement in Hebron, entered the mosque of "The Cave of the
Part iarchs" in Hebron in the middle of a Moslem prayer. He carried an automatic
rifle and opened fire indescriminatcly on the praying Arabs. Tw enty-nine Arabs
were thus killed and up to 200 (accurate numbers are difficult to establish) were
wounded. Dr. Goldstein was killed by surviving Arabs.
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- People on the streets of Jerusalem, and in front of secular schools,
are stopped by ultra orthodox Jews and asked to "L ehaniach
Teffilin ," that is, to make one of orthodoxy's Mitzvos , hinting of
course that this is the way to live. No secular Jew would dare
stand in an ultra orthodox neighborhood suggesting to passing by
Jews to read modern Isra eli poetry, literature, or share any of the
delightful cultural fruits of secular Judaism.
Orthodox and ultra orthodox Jews tend to use "religious discourse"
which forces non-religious people to share a religious universe of
contents. For example, adding on letterhead lines the Hebrew
words: "BESAD" (a short form of writing meaning, "With the
help of the Almighty"), or interj ecting to normal conversations in
an almost endless way the term "BARUCH HASHEM" (mean­
ing "Blessed be the Lord"). Many housing projects advertise, pub­
licly, that they are meant only for either religious or ultra orthodox
Jews. If secular J ews advert ised that their housing is restricted to
non-religious J ews only, the cry of "Anti Semitism" would surely
follow. In J erusalem, to pass through many neighborhoods females
are forced to dress according to the orthodox and ultra orthodox
code of dressing. Many of my secular female students tell me that
when they walk in downtown Jerusalem, religious women approach
them and, with all seriousness , warn them that the way they dress
endangers the fate of the Jewish people, not to mention them­
selves, and follow this dire warning with a "suggestion" to dress
differently. Major public hospitals in Jerusalem (e.g., "Sha'arei
Tzedek" and "Bikur Cholim") disconnect public phones on Sat­
urdays, and pressure patients to behave on Saturdays according
to Halachic rules (e.g., using Walkmans is discouraged). Security
personnel for other hospitals (again, "Sha'arei Tzedek" in Jerusalem
and "Carmel" in Haifa) search visitors' possessions during Passover
for non-Kosher food that these visitors may carry into the hospi­
tals." Different products in supermarket chains carry the notification
that they were manufactured in a factory which "observes the
Shabbat." Moreover, neighbors in building complexes find them­
selves bickering about the use and operation of elevators on Sat­
urdays, and other similar issues.

-,; Ha'arelr, April 27, 1998 p. 6A and Ko! tts». April 25, 1998, p. 12.
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Studies and surveys don e in J erusalem and Israel indi cate that
these acts of religious violence and cultura l coercion ha ve some seri­
ous consequences. One study examined the satisfaction expressed by
Haredi and secular J ews in J erusalem abo ut the possibility of living
togeth er. While HarediJ ews stated that they saw no problems and
were satisfied, secular J ews not only expressed extreme dissat isfac­
tion , but are leaving J erusalem to the secular periphery by the thou­
sands." The fact is, very few secular J ews are able to live amongst
Haredi Jews. A study in 1987 revealed that Haredi J ews display sys­
tematically high levels of violen ce aga inst non-Haredi J ews who dwell
on the borders of their neighborhoods in J erusalem.;» That violence
is particularly pronounced against women. Another survey by the
T ami Steinmetz center in T el Aviv University asked subjects to
respond to the possibility of separating state from religion in Israel.
The overwhelming majority of religious subjects expressed feelings
of being comfortable and satisfied that religion is not separated from
state in Israel. Secular subjects expressed their explicit wish that such
a separation should take place ." These results seem to be typical for
a situa tion of cultural hegemony. Members of the hegemonic cul­
tural group (in this case of hegemony in the religious sphere, ortho­
do x and ultr a orthodox) feel comforta ble and satisfied with their
hegemonic position . Those being exposed to the hegemony (typically
secular J ews) express dissatisfaction, stress and disconten t.

Violence, verbal and non-verb al, as well as using religious power
in the parliam ent to prevent separation of sta te and religion and
enforce religious lifestyle in Israel in a number of areas, ha s a direc­
tion and a purpose. It is not-to the contrary- random, crazy, illog­
ical or irrational.

Wh at we are witnessing here is a group of theocrats (some of
whom, but not all, are J ewish fund am entalists), with a more or less
monochromatic world view which delegitimiz es- in a calculated, log­
ical and systematic fashion- all interpretations of Judaism except

;; Shlomo Hasson and Amiram Gonen, The Cultural Tension within J erusalem's J ewish
Population (Je rusalem: Th e Floersheirner Institute for Policy Studies, 1997) (Hebrew).

j ", Abraham Farber, Patterns qf Haredi attacks on non-Haredi inhabitants in north-west
J erusalem as part qf the struggle for the area, M.A. T hesis, Institute of Criminology,
Hebrew University, J erusalem, 1987) (Hebrew).

·,Ii Tamar Herman and Ephrai m Yaar-Yuchtm an , The Peace Process and the Secular­
Religious Cleavage (Tami Steinmetz Center for Peace Research , Tel Aviv University,
J anuary 1998) (Hebrew).
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their own, and who use the power of the state to enforce that trend.
This line of activity gives legitimacy to continuous incitement," ver­
ba l and physical abuse and violence and to dir ect action. For exa m­
ple, a previou s mini ster of educa tion and culture in Israel (the second
largest ministry after the mini stry of secur ity), Rabbi Levi, sta ted in
an interview that he will not push Israel into becoming a theocracy,
but if othe rs do it- he will not object. One needs to read this sta te­
ment ca refully to realize its mo nstrosity. \Vhat exac tly was Rabbi
mini ster Levi "inviting" here? What message does he tran smit? But ,
one need not hide behind such evasive and concealing rhetoric. \Vhat
Levi did not stat e explicitly-others do . Indeed, in a recent survey,
70% of the Haredi J ews expressed attitudes suppo rting the use of vio­
lence and violation of the law to achieve political goa ls (as compared
to 40% of the secular J ews, and 45% of the orthodox J ews).58

The various forms of the theocratic violence is anything but a
new ph enomenon. Som e of it began already before the establish­
ment of th e Stat e of Israel, and in a slow and gradua l process
intensified over the 50 yea rs in which Israel has existed. This vio­
lence is designed to cha llenge and alter the moral secular dem ocra­
tic basis of the sta te, and attempts to destroy, from the foundation ,
the value system underlying this dem ocracy. It aims to modify the
political institution s and decision -makin g processes, and to ero de the
national secular symbols, towards a theocracy. T hus, using violen ce
per se is not the goa l, or the outlet, of the theocrats. It is a calcu­
la ted mean s to force Israel to march towards an Halachic state.
Contrary to Sprinzak 's thesis that Haredi violence is self-limited," my
conclusion is that the patt ern s of theocratic violence over the last 50
year s revea l that to the extent that theocratic violence is limited­
it is so becau se it does not have enough power to go furt her. T he
assassination of Yitzh ak Rabin, if anything, indicates that this vio­
lence does not limit itself. Likewise, the ' jewish Unde rground," or
the theocratic underground group "Brit H akanaim" ("alliance of the
zea lots") from the 1950s (which aimed then to crea te a H alachic
State) further illustrate this. Perh aps the mo st salient recent exam-

' ,7 Ha'arete, October 24, 1996, p. SA.
.·,R Ha'arete, April 27, 1998, p. 2B.
:," Ehud Spri nzak, Brother Against Brother. Violence and Extremism in Israeli Politics from

Altalena to the Rabin Assassination (Ncw York: T he Free Press, 1999), see especia lly
chapter four.
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pie is the Haredi violent underground group: "Kesher.v'" The theocrats
will not hesitate to use brute and lethal force (as they have don e in
the past) if and when they feel that they stand a fairly good cha nce
of winning more popular support and moving more swiftly towards
a Halachic state. The prospect of initiating a fully developed civil
war in Israel at this stage (rather than a low level and continuous
conflict) simply does not appeal to them because it will probably fail
to achieve their goals.

Therefore, we need to interpret theocratic violence in Israel in
instrume ntal ter ms, and as goal oriented : to replace a democracy
with an extreme and fundamental theocracy.

Theocratic Counter Propraganda

Theocratic propaganda can be quite successful. Following the assas­
sination of Rabin, for example, theocrat s did all they could to dis­
associate and absolve themselves from any possible connection to the
assassina tion. In this process, a rath er successful attempt was made
to negate the cultural interdepend ence theory. Amir (the assassin)
was present ed as a "wild growth," somebody who is a "nut," not
connected to an ything. Attempts are con stantly made to confuse
innocent and unsuspecting audiences that either democracy is bad,
or if this does not work, that there is no contradiction between
Judaism and demo cracy. For example, Rabbi Deri from ultra ortho­
dox Shas declared that Judaism (his version of it, of course) is democ­
racy . Many theocrats do everything and anything in their power to
dissolve the concept and perception of democracy in such a way
that it becomes some thing entirely different. This is, perhaps, the
place to remind ourselves that until not so long ago the former total­
itarian East Germany felt it was important to refer to itself formall y
as a "democracy."

Moreover , many theocrats tend to presen t their version of culture
in utopian terms . To achieve success in such a presentation, one

GO An ultra ort hodox violent group that was responsible for a num ber of violent
attac ks against what they saw as "anti-Haredl"' ta rgets . Most act ivities occ urred
between August 1988 and February 1989. For example, members of this illegal
organization destroyed a kiosk which sold secular newspapers in Bnei Brak.
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certainly needs to deceive one's audience. Thus, ultra orthodox media
(printed and electronic) emphasizes that contrary to the secular opin­
ion , it is their people 's "right not to know." Using this value all
information about deviance, violence, or other problematic behavior
amongst them, is censored heavily and denied. For example, Sheri
Makover, a radio reporter on the ultra orthodoxy working in an
Israeli radio station (T el'ad radio) refused to transmit any damaging
or discrediting information about the ultra orthodoxy. She thus refused
to report on such issues as sexual deviance in a Haredi family (a case
involving a Haredi who raped two of his family female members) or
lack of Haredi respect during memorial day . Following these refusals,
Makover stated that she was only willing to discuss topics favoable
to the Haredi community and will not talk about negative topics.
Following this rather strange journalistic policy, she was fired .?'

When the secular media reports on problematic behavior among
Haredi Jews (e.g., suicide, violence, wife beatings, etc.) this media typ­
ically receives unsavory compliments such as "the hostile media" or
"secular violence." Worse yet, seculars are continuously accused of
being involved in "wild incitement" against the ultra orthodoxy. The
typical technique is to cite extreme and rare illustrations.

Orthodox and ultra orthodox Jews tend to complain whenever
they can about what they refer to as the "hostility" of the media,
that there is widespread incitement-not to mention conspiracy­
against them, and that-in short-they are the victims. Moreover,
any disclosure of disrepute, deviance or negative aspects of Haredi
Jews is responded to immediately by a series of denials, counter accu­
sations, claims of invalidity of the news item , denials and sometimes
even curses. Typical counter accusations tend to utilize a large num­
ber of images from the Nazi lexicon."

As journalist Adam Baruch has pointed out, the term "Newspeak"
was coined long before in George Oswell's novel "1984". It meant
"inverted speak ," a form of speech which conceals or deliberately
deceives. One major characteristic of this newspeak is to switch
between "reason," "cause" and "result." Take, for example, the Bat
Sheva affair. On Israel's 50th birthday celebration (April 30, 1998)
at Hebrew University's Givat Ram stadium, Bat Sheva Dance Group

61 Yerushalayim, June 20, 1997, p. 33.
m E.g., see Ha'aretr, April 14, 1998, p. 2B.
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had to cancel its presentation of a part of a dance called "Anafasa"
because of religious objections. The dancers partly undressed, and
used language taken from the scriptures. The turmoil which resulted
was attributed by most religious people to Bat Sheva. They, to some
extent, became the target for accusations of national disunity, ruin­
ing the 50th anniversary celebrations (attended by USA vice presi­
dent AI Gore and his wife). The real or potential role of religious
censorship that helped cause the turmoil was ignored.

Democracy vs. 77zeocracy-Shrinking the Variance

Pure theocracies or democracies are creatures of pure imagination.
In reality, the actual question is, to what degree does a particular
regime resemble one or the other, and in which areas. To a very
large extent, the type of violence described in this chapter is con­
textualized squarely within this issue. This violence is best understood
as part of a struggle between extreme theocrats and democrats. There
have been regimes very close, on a large number of issues, to a
theocracy: the Ayatollahs' control of Iran, the Taliban in Afghanistan,
the Church's hegemony over much of Europe during the middle
ages, Sudan and Saudi Arabia these days. Naturally, a political regime
of a strong religious color has a very powerful flavor of totalitarianism
in it as well. The above illustrations of the essentially religiously hege­
monized political regimes shows how religious interpretations of every­
day conduct could prevail. There is no reason to assume that a
Jewish theocracy (Halachic State) will look any different, or that
'jewish Ayatollahs" (that is, Jewish Rabbis and Admors) will act any
differently than religious leaders elsewhere in the past or the present.
Thus, a Halachic State will, by nature, resemble a totalitarian regime.

Moreover, Seffi Rachlevsky's important book indicates that the
theology of many theocrats stipulates that secular people only serve
as a vehicle ("donkeys" in the terminology he uses) to expedite the
arrival of the Messiah. Theocrats can, and will, get rid of the sec­
ular "donkeys" once a messianic theocracy is created."

ss Seffi Rachlevsky, Messiah's Donkey (T el Aviv: Yediot Ahronot, 1998) (Hebrew);
see also Tzvia Greenfield , Cosmic Fear: The Rise if the Religious Right in Israel (T el
Aviv: Miskal-Yediot Ahronot Books, 2001) (Hebrew), although from a different angle.
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Although quite a number of Israelis try to state that a ' j ewish
Democracy" is possible and thus harmonize between extreme oppres­
sive religion and free democracy, in essence this contradiction cannot
be resolved. The tension between these two blueprints for country
and culture is ever present . The only solution for this contradiction
is to turn thinking about "democracy" and 'j udaism" from discrete,
black/white, variables into continuous variables. In this manner, it
is not too difficult to realize, very quickly actually, that the ortho­
dox and ultra-orthodox versions ofJudaism are, in essence, diamet­
rically opposed to most forms of democracy, while the conservative,
reform, and certainly secular, forms of Judaism are much more con­
ducive to more forms of democracy. At both ends , of course, we
will find that ultra orthodoxy and democracy simply constitute a
contradiction, while in the secular-democracy combination this con­
tradiction is attenuated quit e significantly . The theocratic violence
described in this chapter is planned, and geared towards, coloring
Israeli society and culture in much stronger religious hues .

Trends Towards a Halachic State in Israel

The prestigious and ambitious project of the University of Chicago's
Press in publishing a series of volumes on fundamentalism in the
1990s (sponsored by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences)
included a few monographs about Jewish religious fundamentalism.
Without exception, these monographs focused on either ultra-ortho­
dox or orthodox versions of Judaism as cases of Jewish fundamen­
talism . The most relevant monograph for us is the intriguing chapter
by Soloveitchik." In it, he argues persuasively that in the second
half of the 20th century ultra-orthodoxy has deserted its more tra­
ditional custom in favor of focusing on texts as strict codes for actual
action. This transformation helped to shrink the older, larger and
more flexible variance of religious interpretation toward a much more
extreme, monochromatic and fundamentalist interpretation. Thus,

64 Hyam Soloveitchik, "Migration, Acculturation, and the New Role of Texts in
the Haredi World ," in Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, eds., Accounting for
Fundamentalism: The Dynamic Character ofMooements, Volume 4 in The Fundamentalism
Project (Chicago and London : The University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp . 197~235.



THEOCRATIC POLITICAL EXT REMISM IN ISRAEL 123

ultra-orthodoxy becam e more and more funda mental. Moreover,
older modes of coping with the context within which ultra-ortho­
doxy was embedded which consisted mo stly of quietism, pragmatism
and adaptation , stand a very good chance of cha nging into new
aggressive and influential form s of action. While Soloveitchik tends
to think that these old forms will persist, my feeling is that they are
indeed cha nging into the new form. Soloveitchik 's main point is that
the ultra-orthodoxy which he observed "have no blueprint for run­
ning a society" and thus will onl y constitute a pressure/inter est
group." He went on to point out that : "Significantly, no group has
ever advocated the full application of J ewish law in the State of
Israel, having it replace the 'Gentile' law currently in effect." The
fact is that beginning with the religious underground in the 1950s
demanding a Halachic sta te ("Brit Hakan aim'tj." to present day
protests, threats and demonstrations again st the Israeli secular legal
system (especially the supre me court) we have substantial corrobo­
ra tion which testifies to the opposite of Soloveitchik's naive state­
ment. There is no reason to suppose that as ultra-orthodoxy becomes
more and more extreme and fund am entalist, its demands for a state
that is more "religious" will not be intensified-as has happened.
The "blueprint" ma y not be presented as a fully matured utopian
design, but is expressed in each and every pressure and law that is
aimed to paint Israel in more religious term s. Indeed, as Soloveitchik
points out, "Enforcement of religiou s norms in a modern secular
society means the use of violence, as large segme nts of the popula­
tion , possibly even its majority, must be cowed into obedience.'?"
And, ind eed , the violence docum ented in this chapter testifies to this,
as well as the growing hatred and animosity between ultra-orthodo x
J ews and such other interpretations of Judaism as secular, reform ed
or conservative.

Continuing this line, we need to note that there are a few strong
and interesting trends prevalent in Israeli Jewish culture now which
are pu shing Israel in the dir ection of an extreme Halachic Sta te.
The theocratic violence on which this chapter focused mu st be under­
stood within these trends.

65 Ibid., p. 223.
66 Sprinzak, pp. 61-66.
67 Soloveitchik, p. 221.
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First, the number of visible, and publicly identifiable, religious
members in the Israeli Parliam ent, the Knesset. In 1998 there were
23 such parliam ent ary members. This constitutes about 19.1% of
the Knesset which was elected in the May 1996 general elections.
In comparison, the proporti on in the 1984 general elections was only
9.8% . A large number of these politicians state explicitly and pub­
licly that, as a minimum, they will not obje ct to, or stand in the
way of, turning Israel into a totalita rian Halachic Sta te. The pres­
ence of such a large number of politicians in the parliam ent means
that a strong affinity exists in the Kn esset towards laws that are
favorable to religious issues. This large number is effective, among
other things, in preventing the sepa ration of state from religion in
Israel, in passing a large number of religiously favorable laws, in
stalling the crea tion of a constitution for the country and in repeated
(and some times quit e vicious, as we saw above), attacks on the Israeli
supreme court and its judges. The fact is that the political struc ture
in Israel (split votes and traditi onal coalition govern ments) enables
rather small parties to exert disprop ortionate power and influence.

This is, perh aps, the place to note that a large majority is not
required to turn a democracy into a totalitarian regime. A deter­
mined minority of 30- 40 percent in a parliam ent can indeed take
over . Once done, more cha nges can follow, the consolida tion of their
rule amongst the first.

Second , despite the democratic regime in Israel (democratic in
some basic param eters, bu t a restricted one and characterized by
Sammy Smoocha, a sociologist from H aifa University, as a "low
qu ality democracy"), there are large sections in the popul ation who
are willing to state openly and explicitly that they want democracy
abolished and a H alachic Sta te instituted instead . Surveys done on
this parti cular issue give powerful indications for this trend. These
surveys indicate that 64% of the Haredi feel that Israel should become
an Halachic state and 90% of them express anti-democratic stands.
Anti-demo cratic stands seem to characterize more Haredi women than
men . T olerance is an extremely important index for democracies.
H owever , 70% of Haredi J ews expressed non-t olerant positions (66%
of secular J ews present ed toleran t positions). In comparison, 73% of
secular J ews prefer a democracy, and 61% of O rthodox J e\vs pre­
fer a dictatorial regime to who se views they would agree (this could
be a religious state). It is thu s obvious that Haredi J ews are first in
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the country to opp ose democracy, followed by orthodox J ews.fi8 This
large number of citizens who enjoy the benefits of a democratic
regime but want to replace it with a totalitari an theocracy should
be a genuine cause for concern.

Third, and this chapter focused on this issue, the existence of
different groups and individuals in Israeli society who are willing not
only to sta te in publi c that they want a Halachic State, but are more
than willing to use mean s of "direct action" (including violence), ver­
bal and non-verbal, to achieve this goal. Haredi violence, the 'Jewish
Underground", threats on supreme court judges, as well as the assas­
sina tion of Rabin, illustrate this vividly. But not only that, another
alarming example is, to the delight of quite a number of tourists
and journalists, that there are groups and instituti ons in Israel now
who re-create the tools of the J ewish temple(s), and its struc tures,
an d are engaged in searching and training special J ews ("Kohanim")
to serve in such a temple.ss One must be reminded that one of the
plan s of the 'J ewish Undergro und" in the 1970s was to blow up the
mosques on the T emple Mount. Clearly, no J ewish templ e could be
re-built without causing the two major mosques which exist now on
the T empl e Moun t (AI Aqsa and the Dom e of the Rock) to some­
how van ish into thin air. T hus, creating and suppo rting expectations
for the rebuilding of a new J ewish temple is introducing extra high
explosives into a delicate and complex situa tion. Moreover, one mu st
be reminded that we do not present a loaded a gun in the first act
if we do not expec t it to fire in the second or third.

Fourt h, there is a political and ideological process of convergence
within the divergent Haredi community," and between ultra ortho­
dox and orthodox J ews, on issues relating to the H alacha and a
Halachic State. That is, while some differences still exist between
these groups, on the issue of theocracy they converge.

Moreover, the convergence between these groups is significantly
reinforced by the fact that an almost perfect identity exists in Israel
between being orthodox and ultra orthodox and takin g political

I;R See review in Ha'aretr, J une 2, 1998, p. 2B.
li9 E.g., see Tediot Ahronot, J une 23, 1997, p. 7; Kol Hair, April 16, 1998, p. 23;

Terushalayim (Bonus Supplement), April 29, 1998, p. 3.
zn rediotAhronot, Jun e 10, 1997, p. 5.



126 NAC H MAN BE N-YEHUD A

po sitions on the right (and extreme right ) side of the Israeli politi­
cal map ."

Fifth, or thodox J ews, as well as the ultra orthodox Jews, have sep­
arate educa tional systems. While the resources for finan cing these
systems are being pumped from the democratic state, these educa­
tional systems emphasize religious values and produce strong pres­
sures to remain religious as the morally superior way of life. There
can hardl y be a doubt regarding the role of these state funded edu­
cational systems in helping to shape anti-democra tic opinions amongst
those who are exposed to them.

Sixth , the sta te of Israel provided economic ince ntives to high
birth rates, via a number of direct payment s, and indirect tax bre aks
(some incentives were redu ced in 2003 due to severe economic con­
ditions). Both orthodox but certainly (and much more significantly)
ultra orthodox J ews have higher birth rates. T his demographic trend
means that there is a significantly higher birth rate amo ngst seg­
ments of the J ewish population who explicitly and systematically
favour a theocracy. This problem is so acute that a publicist in 1998
in a major article stated that the secular sand clock in Israel is tick­
ing slowly against secular democracy.72

Seventh, Israel 's political structure requi res a coalition government
because traditi onally no one party has been able to win the elec­
tions outright . T his situation gives small parti es (e.g., ultr a orthodox,
or orthodox) disproportional powers.

Eighth, the Kn esset is always being presented with suggestions for
laws which are religious in nature and aim ed to limit citizen's right s
in a theocrat ic direction . For example, one of the laws which is being
considered now is a prohibition against ment ionin g in public any
form of negative behavior by ultra orthodox J ews (e.g., no publi c
discussion or talk on Haredi devian ce). This suggested prohibition ,
one must notice, does not origina te from genu ine concern for human
rights, but is aimed to deceive the public in presenting the ultra
orthodox community as devian ce free and utopian ."

71 Ha'arete , December I , 1997 p. 3A and March II , 1998, p. 2B; see also
Greenfield, op. cit.

72 Ha'aretr , May 8, 1998, p. 2B.
n E.g., see Ben-Yehuda, "T he right and obligation to know: On shutting peo­

ple's mouth s, false presentations and deception," The Third Eye, vol. 10 (August,
1997): 34-35 (Hebrew).
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Summary

The assassination of democratically elected premier Yitzhak Rabin,
a clear act of political violence by an orthodox theocratic J ew, focused
and sharpened Israeli secular consciousness on state/ religion rela­
tionships. This was no coincidence. J ewish theocratic violence in
Israel is political in nature and is nurtured by strong cultural trends
to replace demo cracy with a totalitarian theocracy. This violence is
planned and geared to achieve a clear goal-transforming Israel's
tense and stressed democracy into a theocratic H alachic State. This
goal is the rationale behind the theocratic violence which is calcu­
lated, continuous and will not cease. Both manifestations of this vio­
lence: verbal and physical, are intended to introduce into Israel an
atmosphere and daily conduct which are religious, and thus slowly
choke and eventually destroy democracy. This activity assumes that
democracy is not a value, or end, in itself but rather a means to be
used in order to achieve a totalitarian theocracy.

In fact it is interesting to read in this context the personal report
by Racheli Handelman about one of her conversations with Shai
Agnon, an orthodox Jew himself and Israel's winn er of the Nobel
Prize for literature. Racheli recalls that prior to 1967 Agnon told
her that : "T he greatest disaster for Israel in the future can be expected
from the religious zealots, that they are full of hatred." In response
to Racheli's qu estion, "how do you know?" Agnon replied that he
visited their synagogues and thus knows them."

H Racheli Hand elman , "A little bit on the association between me and Shai
Agnon ," Ha'aret; (Literary Supplement) May 22, 1998, p. 2A.





RECONSIDERING CHAIM WEIZMANN AND
MOSES GASTER IN THE FOUNDING-MYTHOLOGY

OF ZIONISM

J am es Renton
University College London

Following the work of modernist and postmodernist students of nation­
alism, I a number of scholars have recently given sharp focus to the
nature and power effects of the Zionist construction and narration
of the J ewish past." The aim of this chapter, as a contribution to
the wider analysis of how historical na rratives are construc ted and
used as vessels of Zionist discourse, is to examine the relationship
between narrative form and content in the shaping of Zionist his­
tory. It will be argued that the form of Roman tic dram a, of fall and

I would like to than k Ilan Papp e for reading an earlier draft of this chapter.
I For the moderni st schoo l of thoug ht, of particular influence has been, Eric

Hobsbawm and T erence Ranger, eds., the Invention ofTradition (Cambridge: Ca mbridge
Un iversity Press, 1983). For the postm odern approach, see Homi Bhaba, ed., Nation
andNarration (London and New York: Routledge, 1990). Although disagr eeing with
the concept that a nation 's history is simply invented, 'perennialisr' scholars such
as Anth ony D. Smith have also highlighted the critical importance of how history
is re-shap ed to serve the needs of the nati on , and that history lies at the centre of
the nationali st proj ect. See, for example, Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of
Nations (O xford: Blackwell, 1986), pp . 170- 208.

~ Ur i Ram, "Zionist Hi stor iograph y and th e Inventi on of Modern J ewish
Nationhood: The Case of Ben Zion Dinur ," History and Memory , Vol. 7 (1995):
91-1 24; David N. Myers, Re-Inventing theJewish Past: European Intellectuals and the Zionist
Return to History (New York and O xford: O xford Univ ersity Press, 1995); Yael
Zerubavel, Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making ofIsraeli National Tradition
(Chicago and London: The University of Chi cago Press, 1995) pp. 13- 36; Amnon
Raz-K rakotzkin, "Exile in the Midst of Sovreignty: A Critique of 'Sh elilat Hagalut'
in Israeli Cu ltur e" (Hebrew) Theory and Criticism 4 (Fall, 1993): 23- 55; idem, "Exile
in the Midst of Sovreignty: A Critique of 'Shel ilat HaGalut' in Israeli Culture II"
(Hebrew) Theory and Criticism 5 (Fall, 1994): 1 1 3~132; idem, "Historical Consciousness
and Historical Responsibility" (in Hebrew) in Y. Weitz, ed. , Between Vision andRevision:
A Hundred Years ofHistoriography ofZionism (.Jeru salem: The Zalman Shazar Centre ,
1997): 97- 134; Ilan Pappe, "Critique and Agenda: The Post-Zionism Scholars in
Israel," History and Memory , Vol. 7 (1995): 79-85.



130 JAMES RENTO N

redemption, centered upon the subject of the national hero or icon,
can be seen as a domin ant mod e of Zionist history which deter­
mines and shapes the narration of the key sagas of the Return of
the nation in both collective memory and historical writing. Specifically,
we will map the way in which this narrative form was used to con­
struc t the history of the Balfour Declaration as a redemptive drama
that was structure d around the subject of the heroic icon Chaim
Weizmann. And we will examine how this marginalized and dis­
tort ed our understanding of the historical role of oth er figures from
this period of Zioni st history, with the example of Haham Moses
Gaster , the Chi ef Rabbi of the Sephardic Community of the British
Empire. This deconstruction will be approached through an analy­
sis of the Weizmann-centric narrative, its development , function and
influence, and a re-examination of the role of Gaster in the com­
plex and multi-layered history that resulted in the decision of the
British Government to issue what became known as the Balfour
Declaration.

As Anthony Smith has observed, the history of the nation is re­
construc ted to be both didactic and dramatic. Within this mytho­
poetic process, the national icon plays a critical role." It is through
the lionized hero that the perceived genius and redemption of the
nation is realized, embodied and worshipped." The drama of national
rebirth is constructed through a series of heroic events that provide
the national collective memory with a canon of clear and inspira­
tional legends, sanctifying and rom anti cizing its path to redemption.
Through the hero subject these narratives function as mirrors and
proj ections of the desired self-images of the nation and its cause,
which in turn imm ort alize the edifice of the national icon , the two
being an inseparable whole.

In understanding this process, in which the convoluted complex­
ities of past occurrences are shaped into an ordered and compre­
hensible narrative plot, Hayden White has argued that the content
of narrative history is emplotted by the adoption of a spec ific liter­
ary form. '; Indeed , it can be said that the Romanti c form , the eli-

I Smith, op. cit., p. 179.
I Ibid., p. 193.
j Hayden Whi te, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe

(Baltimore and London: T he J ohns Hopkins University Press, 1973), pp . 7-9 an d
Idem, The Content qf the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Baltimore
and London: The J oh n Hopkins Un iversity Press, 1987), p. 44.
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mactic drama of heroic fall and redemption, is the dominant form
tha t was used to shape much of the Zionist construc tion and nar­
ration of the past." Significantly, this emplotment is structured around
a given national hero , wheth er it be an individual icon or group.'
With regard to the focus of this chapter, the narration of the his­
tory of the Balfour Declaration , this literary emplotment is particu­
larly appa rent. In both traditional historical writing and the dominant
collective memo ry of this construc ted event, the narrative is centered
aro und the dramatic and heroic journey of Ch aim Weizrnann toward,
presupposing a clear narr ative linearity, the winning of the Declaration .
Its climactic flow is encoded through its narrative structure , an emplot­
ted whole, through which the redemptive ending is traced from its
beginnings, the fulfilled vision of the hero subject. Its climax is per­
ceived as a redemptive mom ent of both the nation and the icon,
the consummation of historical forces that propelled them toward
this momentous turning point in the path to national restoration.

Hence, within the dominant narrative of this mythical turning
point in Zionist history the following plot can be identified: At the
beginning of the First World War, if not from Weizmann's decision
to move to England in 1904 or even his childhood, he realized that
the destiny of the Zionist movement lay with Great Britain. Surrounded
by a stagna nt, ineffectual and miserably mediocre leadership in both
the globa l and British context, Weizmann intuitively envisioned the
critical import ance of winning the support of this impe rial power
which he predicted would occupy Palestine, achieve a decisive vic­
tory in the war as a whole and dismember the Ottoman Empire.
Arm ed with this prophetic vision and his genius for statesma nship
and lead ership Weizmann proceeded to persuade the British Gov­
ernment and Establishment during the years 19 14-1 9 17 to support
the aims of the Zioni st movement, which led to the publication of
the Balfour Declaration. Single-handedly he cha nged the futur e of the
nation and brought it to the crest of what was constructed as the
beginning of its redemption and rebirth.

(; On the Romantic narrative form see White, Metahistory, pp. 8-9.
) On the integral role perform ed by icons in the dynamics of Zionist culture and

collective memory, see Michael Berkowitz, Zionist Culture and West European J ewry
bifore the First World War (Cambridge: Camb ridge University Press, 1993); idem, The
J ewish Self-Image: American andBritisli Perspectives, 1881-1 939 (London: Reaktion, 2000),
Zerub avel, op. cit.
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This classic exposmon of the heroic, Romantic narrative form
became for a number of reasons the dominant representation of the
history of the Balfour Declaration as expressed in Zionist public
thought and collective memory. In turn, the deeply entrenched image
of the Balfour Declaration as being int rinsically linked with the edifice
of Weizrnann and this mythical na rrative was such that its deter­
mining influence can be identified in much of the historical schol ­
arship on the subject. It is rather difficult to see a sharp distinction
between the modes and form of narration and resulting analyses of
Weizmann's role as expressed in the Zionist publi c sphere from those
that are used in historical writing on the period. Despite the det ail­
ing of the complexities and minutiae of this history and the activi­
ties of many individuals oth er than Weizmann, the general conclusion
and narrative form essentially remains the same." H e continues to
be perceived as the central heroic figure of a Romantic drama. The
explanations for his success may vary, his personal magnetism? and
genius for statesmanship," his scientific method and achievem ents , I

1

his ability to re-enforce British perceptions of J ewish influence and
Zionist strength ," and so on, but the centrality of his role is generally

B See Devorah Barzilay-Yegar , "Crisis as Turning Point : Ch aim Weizmann in
World War I," Studies in Zionism, No.6 (Autumn 1982): 24 1-254; Leonard Stein ,
The Balfour Declaration (Je rusalem and London: T he Ma gnes Press and The J ewish
Chronicle, 1961); .Jehuda Reinharz, "T he Balfour Declaration and Its Maker: A
Re assessment," Journal qf Modem History, Vol. 64 (September 1992): 455- 499 ; idem,
Chaim Wei;:mann: The lvlaking ofa Statesman (New York and Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1993); Isaiah Friedman , The Question of Palestine: British-Jewish-Arab Relations:
1914-1 918 (New Jersey: Transaction , 2nd ed., 1992); Ron ald Sanders, The HZ£;h
Walls qfJerusalem: A History ofthe Balfour Declaration and the Birth ofthe Palestine Mandate
(New York: Holt , Rineh art and Winston, 1984).

" See , for example, Bern ard Wasserstein , Herbert Samuel: A Political Life (O xford:
Clarendon, 1992), p. 207 ; Stein, op. cit., p. 130.

10 Friedman , op. cit., pp. 283-284; Barzilay-Yegar, op. cit.; Norman Rose, Chaim
Wei;:mann: A Biography (New York , 1986); Barn et LitvinofT, Chaim Weizmann: Last of
the Patriarchs (New York: 1976), p . 108; Reinh arz, Chaim Weizmann: The Making ofa
Statesman, p. 408 .

II Sec, in particular, Reinharz, Chaim IVeizmann: The Making if a Statesman, pp .
69-72.

12 Sharman Kadish, Bolsheviks and Britisk J ews: The Anglo-Jewish Community, Britain
and the Russian Revolution (London: Frank Cass, 1992), pp . 156-1 57; Mark Levene,
War, J ews and theNew Europe: The DiplomacycfLucien Wolf 1914-1919 (O xford: Oxford
University Press, 1992) Ch . 6, p . 308; idem, "T he Balfour Declaration : A Cas e of
Mistaken Identity," English Historical Review (January 1992): pp. 72-74; T om Segev,
One Palestine Complete: Jews and Arabs under the British Mandate (New York: Henry Holt ,
2000), pp . 39 - 49.
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unquestioned. The historical puzzle, as conceived by scholars, con­
tinues to be widely seen and approached from within this delimit ed
form of the dominant Zionist narrative. How did W eizrnann achieve
his goal, from where did his vision and geniu s ema na te, what were
his tactics?

Counter-narratives did emerge in both Zioni st publi c thought and
the work of certain scholars. Zioni st figures such as Max Nordau
and Samuel Landman and historians such as Oskar Rabinowicz and
Josef Fraenkel all attempted to question the historical role of Weizmann
in the making of the Declaration.P However , what stands out , if
anything, from these protests was a marked sense of frustration in
their attempt to become an audible critical voice in the face of what
had become such a deeply entrenched myth, a very part of the
Zionist fabric. Even if we look today at responses to, or seek to find
the effects of, the more recent critical work of historians such as
Mayir Verete and David Vital ," we find that they too continue to
be seen by many as unsubstantiated and unwarrant ed extremes,15

and for the most part have failed to have a discernible impact on
the collective understanding of this part of the nation 's history and
tradition. Without a cultural space that is prepared or interested in
staging and listenin g to dissenting voices that will deconstruct and
strip away the assumptions of a field of knowledge, this is to be
expected. Just as a myth is a response to the cultural and ideologi­
cal needs of a particular time and place, its effective deconstru ction

1:1 Israel Kolatt , "Chaim Weizmann's Rise to Leadership," in Isaiah Berlin and
Israel Kolatt , Chaim Weizmann as Leader (Je rusalem: The Institute of Contemporary

J ewry, T he Hebrew University, 1970), p. 46; draft letter from Landman to Stein ,
n.d., letter from Landm an to Halabian , 6 July 1963 and Landman to Dr Oskar
Rab inowicz, 10 December 1962, A226/ 85/l , Pap ers of Samuel Landman, Central
Zionist Archives (hereafter CZA); Oskar Rabinowic z, Fifty Years qf Zionism: A Historical
Analysis qf Dr Weizmann 's 'Trialand Error' (London: Rob ert Anscomb e, 2nd ed. 1952),
and letters to the Editor from J osef Fraenkel, TI e J ewish Chronicle, 12 November
and 24 December 1976.

I i Mayir Verete, "T he Balfour Declarat ion and its Makers," in Norman Rose,
ed., From Palmerston to Balfour: Collected Essays if Mayir Vereti (London: Frank Cass,
1992), pp . 1- 38 and idem, "Fur the r Reflections on the Makers of the Balfour
Declaration ," in ibid., pp . 204-226; David Vital, Zionism: The Crucial Phase (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1987), pp . 90, 223-224, 235- 236.

15 Isaiah Friedm an, "Zionist History Reconsidered," Studies in Contemporary J ewry,
VI (1990): 309-3 14; Evyatar Friesel, "David Vital' s Work on Zionism," Studies in
Zwnism, Vol. 9, No. 2 (Autumn 1988): 219-225, and Reinharz, 'T he Balfour Declara­
tion and its Maker," p. 493.
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and impact upon the collective memory is equally so. Consequ ently,
in a post-Zionist milieu which emerged out of a certain political,
intellectual and cultural context, the deconstruction of the myths of
the foundation of the State of Israel and the birth of the Palestinian
refugee problem lay at the center of recent historical debate." Whereas
the myths of a more distant and less politically relevant past remain
on the periphery of academic scholarship or scrutiny and firmly out­
side of public discours e. Consequently, even within a contemporary
climate in which the excavating, mapping and criticism of the myths
of Zionist history are perceived to have shifted toward the center of
academic debate it is still possible and acceptable to read that, "T hree
decades of scholarship has established Weizmann's cruci al role
in winning support for [the Balfour Declaration] among British
policy-makers and Zionist activists alike." !" The reverb erations, if not
arresting influence, of the heroic Romantic narrative construct of
Weizmann and the story of the Balfour Declaration still remain and
in large part retain a determining hold over the imagination of this
period of Zionist history . Its assumptions continue to provide the
starting point from which this aspect of the past is approached, the
form with which its complex and disjointed fragments are rational­
ized and ordered into a comprehensible and composite whole.

The origins and emergence of the Weizmann myth can be identified
from the imm ediate wake of the issuance of the Balfour Declaration
in November 1917. In his driven attempt to pursue power within
the Zionist organization and its leadership, Weizmann realized the
importance of accentuating and publicizing his central role in the
fruition of Britain's pro-Zionist statement. It would seem to be no
coinc iden ce that he had pressed for the organization of the London
Zionist Bureau's archives and the writing of the history of the nego­
tiations with the British Government as early as August 1917.18 That
being said, in the early years after the Declaration the Weizmann-

16 Pappe , op. cit., pp. 71-73.
17 Derek Penslar, "T he Found ations of the Twentieth Century: Herzlean Zionism

in Yoram Hazony's The Je wish State," Israel Studies, Vol. 16, No.2 (Summer 2001):
124-125. For an example of one of the 'New Historian s' who has perpetuated the
Weizrnann myth in his own work, see Avi Shlaim, The Iron Wall-Israel and the Arab
World (London: Penguin Books, 2000), pp . 5-7.

18 Diary of Shmuel Tolkowsky, 23 August 1917, Tolkowsky Pap ers, A248 /2 ,
CZA; letter from Weizmann to Simon Marks, 8 September 1917, Simon Marks
Papers, A247/18 , CZA.
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centric narrative co-existed with those that highlighted the role of
other activists in England and abroad. In particular, acclaim for
Weizmann's role was placed alongside that of Nahum Sokolow, his
senior in both experience and stature as the sole repres entative of
the Zionist Executive in England." But by 1919, as part of Weizmann's
attempt to dispose of his de facto joint leadership with Sokolow,
there had emerged behind closed doors "a great gulf" between their
versions of the history of the negotiations." However , the tendency
to avoid open disputes within the Organization meant that these
sharp disagreements rema ined confined to the private meetings of
the leadership ." Once Weizmann became the official lead er of the
World Zionist Organization in 1920, the Weizmann-centric narra­
tive came to be largely accepted and, more to the point, served to
endorse his leadership." Following his appointment as the President
of the WZO he gradually emerged for many Zioni sts as a national
icon, a heroic vessel of the forces of the nation and a mirror of their
desired self-images. The narrative of the Declaration came to func­
tion as the bedrock of his image as the heroic and genius statesman
in the Zionist collective memory;" the symbol of the nation's re­
entrance into the community of nations, a leader on a par with the
greatest in modern history . Although he suffered significant criticism
for his continued support of Great Britain in the late 1920s and the
1930s, his edifice as a quintessential symbol of the Zionist proj ect in
the eyes of his supporters and his myth ical role as the sole winn er
of the Declaration remained intact. Indeed, once he became the first
President of the State of Israel in 1948, his key role in the ma rch

19 See, for example, The American Jewish Chronicle, 23 November, 1917 and The
American Hebrew, 25 J anu ary 1918.

20 "Re port by Dr Steph en Wise for the Nat ional Executive Co mmittee of the
Zionist Organizatio n of America, 9 Februa ry 1919," \Veizmann Archives, Rehovot
(hereafter WA) Also see, Kolatt , op. cit., pp . 32-33.

21 "Report by Dr Steph en Wise for the Nat ional Executive Comm ittee of the
Zionist Organ ization of America, 9 Febru ary 19 19." Also see Michael Berkowitz,
Western J ewry and the Zionist Projectfrom 1914-1933 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), p. 76.

n On \Veizmann's wresting of the leadership of the movement after the First
World War see Kolatt , op. cit., pp. 22-47, and Vital, op. cit., pp . 311-3 12, 365-366.
For an altern ative and more traditional interpretation that emphasizes the impor­
tance of Weizrnan n's role in the making of the Declaration , rath er than his efforts
to man ipulate the history of the Declaration as a political tool in his rise to the
leadership , see Reinharz, Chaim Weizmann: The Making ofa Statesman, pp. 407-408.

23 On this point , also see Ver etc, "T he Makers of the Balfour Declarat ion" , p. 2.
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toward the foundation of the sta te was brought into even sha rpe r
focus, historicizing his appointment as the culminatio n of his achieve­
ments during the First World War. As one biographer of Weizma nn,
Barnett Litvinoff, tellingly remarked in response to the criticism tha t
the historical role of Nahum Sokolow in the making of the Declaration
had been obscured, due to the overt focus on Weizmann, "Weizrnann
became President of the State of Israel. Isn 't it natural that history
will give more attention to the latt er than to the former?"?'

In his imm ensely popular autobiography, Trial and Error, published
in 1949, Weizrnann confirmed and canonized'" the Roman tic nar­
ra tive of his providential and heroic role in the winning of the
Declaration ." Overall, this myth was at once the root of his iconic
status but was at the same time reinforced by his symbolic stature
within Zionist politics and identity. In the imm ediate after math of
his death in November 1952, which had a profound impact at the
time," the myths that had surrounded him and un derpinned his
pu blic image du ring his lifetim e necessarily shaped his memorializa­
tion and commemoration after his death.

In parti cular, his commemoration was und ertaken by a cadre of
influen tial admirers and members of the Zionist and Israeli Estab­
lishment under the auspices of his nationa l memo rial, Yad Weizmann ,
which was founded by the J ewish Agency and the State of Israel.
In the decades that followed , under the Chairmanship of Meyer
Weisgel, Weizmann 's loyal lieutenant in his final years, Yad Weizmann
an d those who were associated with it proceeded to commission a

l " Letter to the editor from Barnett Litvinoff, Yad Weizmann, Rehovot, theJ ewish
Chronicle, 10 December 1976.

l .; Trial and Error was a grea t pub lishing success and was widely lauded. Barnett
Litvinoff an d Aaron Klieman in collaboration with Neha ma A. Chalom (cds), The
Letters and Papers ofChaim Weizmann, Vol. XXIII, Series A, August 1947-J une 1952 (New
Brunswick and J eru salem: Transaction and Israel Universities Press, 1980), p. xvii.

l '; Chaim Weizman n, Trial and Error (London: Hamish Hamilton , 1949). At one
stage of the publicatio n process it was suggested that the portion of the manu script
dealing with the Balfour Declaration should be published as a volume in its own
right. However, this proposal was rejected by the publishers. Letter from H. Ca ss
Canfield to Meyer Weisgel, 19 February 1946, Trial and Error Papers, 28 June
1939- 24 December 1948, WA.

n Within three days of his death it was thought that a quart er of a million peo­
ple had visited his grave in Rehovot. ':Jewry Mourns Dr Weizmann," The J ewish
Chronicle, 14 Novemb er 1952. Ceremonies were held by J ewish communities all over
the world , from the USA to Turkey.
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number of texts and commemorative events to accentuate and per­
petuate his memory and significance in Zionist history." With specific
regard to the Romantic narrative of the history of the Declaration,
a number of works were published by individuals such as Isaiah
Berlin , who fram ed him as the archetypal hero of history," and those
who were either associated with Yad Weizmann or published under
its auspices." The sum result of these efforts was such that one
observer in the 1970s referred to what he saw as the "Weizmann
personality cult."31 As with any national icon, the marked interest
and fascination with his personality, mythi cal achievements and his­
torical impact resulted in a certain historiographic density, that over­
sha dowed and marginalized the historical significance or at least
fun ction of individuals whose contemporary relevance long since
passed.

In understanding how the Romantic heroic narrative form has
obscured our understanding of the histori es, individuals, discourses
and contexts that led to the decision to issue the Balfour Declaration
it is essential that we acknowledge their disjoint ed, multi-l ayered, and
fragm entary nature. Clearly, this presents a frustrating challenge to
the historian 's will to locate, empiricize, understand and expound a
clear flow, a uniform argument and clear set of rational conclusions,
or as Verete simply put it, "to get to the core of the matter. '? " In

28 The Weizmann Archives, " Report of Activities for the Period of J anuary 1958­
April 1962 pr esented to the Second Meeting of the Editorial Board on April 15,
1962 at Rehovoth ," Box I , Weizmann Papers Project, \VA.

1!1 Isaiah Berlin, Chaim Weizmann (New York : Far rar , St rauss an d Cuda hy, 1958),
pp. 2, 60.

30 See, for example, Cha rles Webster, TIe Founder qf the National Home- Chaim
Weizmann Memorial Lecture (Rehovot: Yad Cha im Weizm ann, 1955); Leon ard Stein,
Weizmann and the Balfour Declaratiorr-The Sixth Chai m Weizmann Memorial Lecture
in the Hu man ities (Rehovoth, Israel: Yad Chaim Weizman n, 1961); Meyer Weisgel
and Joci Carmichael, Chaim Weizmanrr-A Biography by Several Hands (London: Weidenfeld
an d Nicolson, 1963), an d H .M . Blumb erg, Weizmann: His Life and Times (New York
and Lon don : St Martin 's Press and Robson Books, published for Yad Weizmann,
1975). The most significant project that was under taken by Yad Weizmann was the
twenty-three volum e publ ication of Weizmann's let ters and pap ers. On the expecte d
outcome of this endeavor in terms of perpetuating the memory of \Veizmann, see
"Report of Activities for the Period of J anuary 1958- Ap ril 1962 pr esent ed to the
Second Meeting of the Edi torial Board on April 15, 1962 at Rehovoth ," Box I ,
Weizmann Papers Project, WA.

31 Letter to the Editor from J osef Frae nkel, TI e J ewish Chronicle, 24 December
1976 .

31 Verete, "T he Balfour Declaration an d its Makers," p. 3. Also see Friesci, op. cit.,
p. 220.
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part, this need helps to explain why the model of the Weizmann
narrative ha s sustained its appeal for the scho lar. But if we can
attempt to step outside of this narrative form , if we shed the assump­
tions of narrative linearity and tendency toward teleology , of a focus
on one central character around which our conception of causality
is based, and cons truct a wider analytical lens that is not necessar­
ily a part of a systematic whole, then it may be possible to go beyond
the layers of myth that were interwoven with the public imagina­
tion and historicization of the Declaration from its inception.

For the purposes of this chapter, this will be attempted through
an examination of the contribution to the British decision to issue
the Balfour Declaration by a Zionist leader in England during the
First World War other than Weizmann and how his image and
memory was marginalized and discredited as a result of the icon ­
centric Romantic narrative. We will attempt to pierce through the
ex postfacto construction of Moses Gaster and his role that emerged
after Weizmann's ascendancy and recover both the contemporane­
ous stature of Gaster in the Zionist movement at the time of the
First World War and the nature of his influence on British policy .

Moses Gaster was up until the First World War recognized as a
Zionist and scholar of international reputation." and had been con­
sidered by Weizmann, his personal friend and avid supporter , as the
future leader of the Zionist Organization.r' Gaster had been one of
the initial followers of Herzl in Engl and, was a founding member
of the English Zionist Federation and had been a dominant figure
in pre-war English Zionism." In the year before the war, he had
rivaled Yehiel Tschlenow for the Presidency of the Zionist Congress
in Vienna and had been actively supported by two of the four mem­
bers of the Zionist Execu tive in Berlin, Victor Jacobson and Arthur

33 Gaster wrote on an impressive array of subjects, including Rumanian Literature,
comparative J ewish Folklor e, Sam ar itan History and Literature. The respect that
was afforded him by his acade mic peers is appa rent from , for example, a collec­
tion of essays that was publi shed to commemora te his work in 1936. Bruno Schindler
and A. Marmorstein, cds., Occident and Orient (London: T aylor's Foreign Press, 1936).

3~ Josef Fraenkel , "Chaim \ Veizrnann and Hah arn Mo ses Gaster ," in Raph ael
Patai , ed., Herd rear Book-Essays in Zionist History and Thought, Vol. VI (New York:
Herzl Press, 1964-1965), pp . 185, 2 16.

35 See Stuart A. Cohen, Englislt Zionists and British J ews: The Communal Politics qf
Anglo~7ewry, 1895-1920 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), pp . 27, lID ,
121-122; Fraenkcl, op. cit., pp . IB3-237.
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Hantke, to lead th e organization in England." W ithin the inter­
national Zion ist movement, Gaster had been seen as an important
figure since the time of the second Zionist Congress of 1898 , espe­
cially with regard to the advancem ent of cultura l work as a prior­
ity within the movem en t. Indeed , his sta ture was such that he "was
th e choice of a number of Zionists to succe ed H erzl when the leader
died in 1904."37 In 1916 th e American Zionist Stephen Wise believed
that in persuading Am erican J ewry of the importance of supporting
the Allies in the war, Gaster was a sufficientl y weighty personality
who had th e ability to be both "acceptable to the Yiddish masses
and at the sam e time be able to talk stra ight to W all St."38 The
degree of admiration th at was felt amongst those who heralded him
as a great expone nt of the Zionist ideal can be gleaned from a state­
ment of support that was written following his retirem ent from th e
position of Chief Rabbi in 1918, which had resulted from the increas­
ing tensions between him and the Sephardi congregation in London.
It lauded his scholarl y achievem ents and resulting "worldwide fame,"
hail ed his "statesmanlike conce ption ofJ ewish problems " and placed
him at the epicenter of Zioni st events in England during th e War. 39

In 1918 th en, Gaster was described as an "intern ational figure"
of high regard." Even in th e history of Zionism published in 1919
by Nahum Sokolow, with whom by this time Gaster did not have
good rela tions ," he was said to be "one of the most distinguished
representatives of th e Zionist idea in [England].. . who from his
early youth occupied a respected and influential position, in th e time
of Chovevi Zion as well as in Zionism.Y' " In what was later to become
a particularly striking excep tion, Leonard Stein wrote,

there could be .. . [no] doubt of Gaster's eminence both as an outstanding
figure in the Zionist Movement and as a personality in his own right . ..

36 Fraenkel, op. cit., pp . 220- 221.
37 Berkowitz, Zionist Culture and West European J ewry before the First World War, p. 78.
33 Letter from Stephen Wise to Horace Kallen , 18 J anu ary 1916, Box 31, Folder

21, Horace Kallen Papers, American J ewish Archives, Cincinnati.
39 "Dr. Gaster 's Retirement ," The American Jewish Chronicle, 12 July 1918; also see

Editorial, The J ewish Advocate, 18 July 1918.
~o American J ewish Chronicle, 13 September 1918.
u See letter from Gaster to Sokolow, 7 Decemb er 1917 , Moses Gaster Papers,

A203/1 32, CZA .
~; Nahum Sokolow, History if Zionism, l600-/9/8, Volume II (London: Longmans,

Gree n and Co. 1919), p. 45.
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Long before the [First World] War his powerful personality, his impos­
ing presence and his gifts of oratory, combined with an occular man­
ner suggesting that he had access to mysteries hidden from others, had
made him an important figure . . .B

However, similar to other words of praise that would rarely be offered
after the First World War concern ing G aster 's work for the Zioni st
movem ent, Stein 's assessment of him was qu alified with the obser­
vation that he was "kept out of the main stream by an autocra tic
tempe rame nt which made him a difficult colleaguc. Y" Indeed , in the
advent of Weizmanri 's emergence as the leader of the \VZO and
the heroic narrative of the Declaration, the Zioni st history of the
period of the First World War was soon to present Gaster as noth­
ing more than an irritating and marginal figure." If he was given
praise for his scholarly achieveme nts and orato ry skills, it was accom­
pani ed by criticisms of his political abi lities with a tendency to focus
on his difficult personality." That such a tendency emerged in tan ­
dem with the rise of the \Veizmann narrative is not surprising. After
all, a key part of the narrative structure of the history of the Declaration
was the depiction of a lone Weizmann eme rging with a clarity of
vision and inspired genius out of a landscap e of miserable medioc­
rity. Without the marginalization of his colleagues, the climactic and
heroic narrative form in itself begins to dissipate. Its unitary, inspi­
rational and dramatic mo de collapses up on itself in the face of a
sprawling and complex history, if not histories, that defy simple expla­
nation and narration .

T o be sur e, Gaster was a difficult man . It is not our intention to
gloss over his shortco mings, to present him as an un cont ested figure
or in any way replace one heroic nar rative with another. But it is
imp or tant that our understanding of his personality sho uld not solely

+J Stein, Balfour Declaration, pp . 286-287. Gaster's son Vivian remarked that Stein
had "p ut the old man 's efforts and works in a somewhat better perspect ive than
has hith erto been given." Letter from Vivian Gaster to J ack Gaster, 21 February
1962, Papers of Vivian Ga ster , A20 3/ 358, CZA.

H Stein , Balfour Declaration, p. 287.
~j T he tende ncy to either ignore or denigra te Gaster's work for the Zionist move­

ment was such that his sons had become distrustful of any scholars who wished to
use his papers an d felt that they could not rely upon historians in Israel to discuss
him in an unbiased ma nner . Letter from Vivian Gaster to Leonard Stein , 14
February 1962, Papers of Vivian Gaster , A20 3/3 58, CZA.

~ti See, for example, Har ry Sacher , Zionist Portraits and Other Essay s (London:
Anth ony Blond , 1959), pp . 72- 75.
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determine our assessme nt of his role in the development of the British
Government's desire to publicly declare its support for Zionist ideals
or his contemporan eou s image in the eyes of the Zionist movement.
If personal faults such as these would discount an individual of having
an y political worth or histori cal significance, then a great number of
Zionist leaders, including Weizrnann," would have to be discounted
out of hand. It is therefore necessary to go beyond these personal
criticisms if we are to begin to re-evaluate Gaster's contribution to
the decision of the British Government to issue the Balfour Declaration.

In a speech given as part of a mass meeting to celebrat e th e
D eclaration at the London Opera House on 2 December 1917, Sir
M ark Sykes declared ,

I should like to say, before I say one other word, that the reason I
am interested in this movement is that I met one some two years ago
who is now upon this platform, and who opened my eyes as to what
this movement meant . .. his name is known to most in the records
of Zionism: I mean Dr Gaster."

In the assessments of mo st scholars of this period of Zionist history
this remains a confusing, if not totally misplaced , accolade . Within
the British Government, Sir Mark Sykes was seen as the pre-emi­
nent expe rt on the Middle East and is widely recognized as being
the mo st consistent driving force beh ind a British pro-Zionist pol­
icy.49 Although it is acknowledged by a number of scholars that
Gaster was the first Zionist with whom he held discussions from
2 May 1916, the natur e and importance of these earl y pourparlers
are judged to be of very little consequence. In line with the narra­
tive in Trial and £rror,50 Gaster is depicted as either an irritant who

{7 Weizrnann 's difficult and temp estuous person ality was quite appa rent from his
intolerance of criticism, desire for complete control of affairs, frequ ent lapses into
depression and his habi t of threatening to resign if his authority or policies were
questioned. See, for example, 4 Septemb er and I November 1917, Diary of Shmuel
Tolkowsky, T olkowsky Papers; Harry Sacher to Leon and Nelly Simon , 21 August
1917; Sokolow to Weizmann, 17 August 1917, Weizman n Papers, WA; Stein, Balfour
Declaration, pp . 494-495; Shab tai Teveth , Ben-Gurion: The Burning Ground 1886-1948
(Boston: Houghton Mitllin, 1987), pp. 522- 33, 53 1, 535, 826.

{8 The J ewish Chonicle, 7 Decemb er 1917.
,9 See Verete, "The Balfour Declarat ion and its Makers," p. 25; Sanders, op. cit.;

Stein, Balfour Declaration; Vital, op. cit., p. 302.
50 In Trial and Error \Veizmann portrayed his former friend and mentor as noth­

ing more than a churlish, self-centered character and an ineffectual Zionist. \Veizmann ,
op. cit., pp . 117, 124, 156, 229-230. Weizmann 's own lawyers considered that his
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"complica ted Weizmann's tactical problems in 1915 and 1916"51 or
as an ineffectual and poli tically incompetent precursor to the latter 's
inevitable contacts with Sykes in early 1917.52 In part, this analysis
derives from the form that places Wcizrnann at the center of events
from the beginning of the war, working steadily toward the attain­
ment of the Declaration in clear linear progression. In fact , during
much of 1915 and 1916 Weizmann was pre-occupied with his scientific
work for the Ministry of Munitions, which despite the belief that
this contributed in some way toward influencing the Government to
support the Zionist movement, had no bearing on their opinions on
the subject. 53 That Sokolow and W eizrnann came to lead the nego­
tiations in 1917 shou ld no t affect our analysis of the development
of Sykes' conceptions of Zionism in 1916.54

In order to understand Sykes' decision to seek the support of the

intimat ion that Gaster had been pro -German during the First \Vorld War was
libelous. Lett er from Greenbaum, Wolff and Erns t, New York to Harper and
Broth ers, New York , 2 September 1948, Trial and Error Pap ers, WA. In a meeting
with Gaster 's son Francis in 1950 , \ Veizmann pledged that cert ain alterations would
be mad e in the next edition but his ensuing illness prevented this fr o m being pos­
sible. Letter from Vivian Gaster to J ack Gaster , 21 February 1962, Vivian Gaster
Papers, A203/ 358, CZA.

31 Ben Halpern , Clash ofHeroes: Brandeis, Weizmann, and American Zionism (O xford:
O xford University Press, (987), pp. 133-1 34.

5' Reinh arz , Chaim Weizmann: the Making ofa Statesman, p. 109. Also see Sande rs,
op. cit., pp . 368- 369 and Friedm an , op. cit., pp . 120, 122. Moreover , Friedm an con­
tend s tha t in 1916 it was Aaron Aaronsohn who had "the decisive influence in
Sykes' conversion to Zionism." Ibid., p. 122. How ever, the re is no documentat ion
to endorse this argument.

33 Letter from Sokolow to Co penhage n Office, 14 December 1915, Papers of the
Copenh agen Office, L6/ 527, CZA. There is no evidence to suggest that \Veizmann's
contac ts with Lloyd George conce rning his work in the Min istry of Munitions had
any impact on his sta ture within the British Government or that it affected his posi­
tion as a negotia tor with Sykes in 1917 . In the communications between C.P. Scott ,
on behalf of Weizrnann , and Lloyd George in the period 1915-1916, one can see
that Weizmann 's scientific work and its problems was the main subje ct und er dis­
cussion. For example, see letter from C. P. Scott to Lloyd George, June 1915, 27
O ctober 1915, D/l8/l 5/2, Diary of C.P. Scott, 8 and 22 May, 26 J uly 1916, C .P.
Scott Papers, John Rylands Library, University of Manchester. Moreover , Lloyd
George himself stated that his interest in Zion ism during the war was stirred by
an articl e by the Zionist Albert Hyamson in the New Statesman and a "heart to
heart" conversation with H erbert Samuel. Diary of C .P. Scott, 27 November 1914,
C.P. Scott Papers.

3{ Verete has argued the point that the British decision to begin negotiations with
Zioni st leaders in 1917 was not related in any way to the few previous discussions
between \Veizmann and British politician s such as Lord Robert Cecil. Verete,
"F ur ther Reflections on the Mak ers of the Balfou r Declaration," pp . 204 -226.
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Zionist movement , an individual of particular significance is Herbert
Samuel, the first J ewish member of the Cabinet and President of
the Local Government Board at the outbreak of war. Following the
decision of the Ottoman Empire to join the Central Powers at the
end of October 1914, Samuel had with uncharacteristic alacrity taken
it upon him self to agitate for the support of Zioni st aim s in Palestine
from November 1914 and put before the Cabinet a memorandum
on the subject in March 1915.55 Despite expressions of sympathy for
the idea, the absence of any military campa ign in the area, the
uncert ainty surrounding British postwar policy toward the Ottoman
Empire and the competing interests of the Allies in Palestine meant
that there was no practical result. But when Samuel discovered that
the post-war future of the Ottoman Empire was being discussed by
British and French representatives, following the British decision to
come to an agreement with Arab nationalists, he again placed his
memorandum before the Cabinet.56 Crucially for our und erstanding
of Sykes' interest in Zionism, Samuel had sought him out as the
British representative in these negotiations and had given him a copy
of his memorandum in February 1916, prior to the form er 's depar­
ture for Russia .V It clearly had an impact upon Sykes who , after
hearing of a proposed pro-Zionist Allied statement on the future of
Palestine." discussed the subject with Georges Picot , the French
Representative and S.D. Sazanov, the Russian Foreign Minister."
Wh en Sykes returned to London he asked Samuel to put him in
touch with a Zionist lead er with whom he could hold discussions.
The individual recommended by Samuel was Moses Gaster, whom
he had known for ma ny years." Samuel's admiration for Gaster as
an impressive spokesman for the Zionist ideal and a man with adroit
political sensibilities is clear. Wh en drafting his memorandum for the
Cabinet, he had met with Gaster who , among others, provided him

55 See Wasserstein, op. cit., pp. 208-2 11 .
56 Memorandum and Note for the Ca bine t, 16 March 1916, Herbert Samu el

Papers, House of Lords Record Office, London.
57 Letter from Sykes to Samu el, 26 Febr uary 1916, Herbert Samu el Papers.
5R See Vital, op. cit. , pp . 182- 206.
59 Telegram from Sykes to Foreign Office, 15 March 1916, FO 371/2767/49669,

PRO.
60 See, for exam ple, letter from Samu el to Gaster, 14 Decemb er 1905, A203/2,

Gaster Papers, CZ A. Samuel's wife had been br idesmaid at his wedd ing twenty­
five years earlier. Gaster to Moser, 25 J anuary , 191 5, A203/2 14, Gaster Papers,
CZA.
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with articl es and essays on Zioni sm.v' By 1916, when Gaster was
recommended to Sykes, he had already introduced Yehiel Tschlenow
and Nahum Sokolow to Samuel, who by this time had also met
Weizmann.F But despite the unsubstantiated claim that Samuel's
meeting with Weizmann had been a revelation , given that "Gaster
had little political sense"," a year later it was Gaster who Samuel
decided would be most suitable and appropriate at this crucial junc­
ture to meet with Sykes, the British representative in negotiations on
the future of the Middle East." It was Gaster alone who Samuel
felt could be trusted to deal with this matter which had to "b e kept
absolutely confidential." 65

Samuel informed Gaster toward the end of April 1916 that Sir
Mark Sykes wished to meet with him . In the talks that followed we
can see both Sykes' key motive for wishing to talk with the Zioni sts
and the way in which Gast er grasped the crux of the matter. Despite
Samuel's discussions of the benefits of a British protectorate over
Palestine after the war, this was not of conce rn to Sykes at this
point." Indeed, as with the deliberations of the Foreign Office at
this time on the subject of Zionism," his key intere st was gaining
the support of world Jewry, particularly in the United States. Sykes'
perception of the importance of Zionism for the Allied cause was
based upon the mistaken belief that J ewry constituted a collective
and innately Zionist entity which wielded influence within the major­
ity culture s in which they resided .F'

ii i Letter from Gaster to Samuel, 12 J anu ary 1915, A 203/21 4, Gaster Papers,
CZA.

1i2 Diary of C .P. Scott , 27 November 1914, Scott Papers; "Report submitted to
the members of the Executive of the Internation al Zionist Organisation," 7 J anuary
1915, No. 95, Leonard Stein (ed.) TI e utters and Papers if Chaim Weizmann, Vol. VII
Series A, August 1914- November 1917 (.Jerusalem: Israel Universities Press, 1975),
p. 122 and Gaster to Weizmann , 20 December 1914, Gaster Papers, A 203/2 14,
CZA.

1i3 Wasserstein, op. cu., pp. 206- 207.
I ;~ Letter from Gaster to Samuel, 27 Apr il 1916, Gaster Papers, A 203/ 220, CZA.
li j Letter from Samuel to Gaster , 20 April 1916, Gaster Papers, A 203/ 227, CZA.
Iili See letter from Sykes to Samu el, 26 February 1916, Samuel Papers; telegram

from Sykes to the Foreign Oflice, 14 March 1916, FO 37 1/2767/49669, PRO.
Ii) See Vital, op. cit., pp. 132-1 91.
(;ij Levene, "T he Balfour Declaration," pp. 62-63, 66-67 , 70; idem, War, J ews and

the New Europe, pp. 95-96, 93; J ames Renton, Nationalism, Discourse and Imagination:
British Policy towards the Zionist Movement during the First World War (PhD T hesis,
University of London, 2003), pp . 95-97, 103, 107-103, 112.
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But if Sykes had already been persuaded of the need to gain the
support of Jewry through Zionism, what was the use of meeting
Gaster, or indeed any other Zionist? Firstly, due to Sykes' belief in
Zionist influence, it was necessary for them to be carefully sounded
out and kept in hope of a sympathetic decision in their favor, as it
was "in their power" to overthrow the project." Secondly, in order
to persuade the French and the Allies in general they would need
to "give some demonstration of their power"." Overall, and most
crucially, Sykes needed to see a Zionist movement that mirrored his
own preconceptions, to discuss the issue with a Zionist who grasped
and echo ed the nub of the matter as he saw it. After all, it would
have been very easy for a Zionist to present to Sykes the fluid and
divided reality of world Jewry, a collection of fragmented commu­
nities that if anything at all negated any conception ofJewish influence
or power. Indeed, if we look at some of Gaster's writings on the
state of world Jewry we see a distinct appreciation that unity was
"the rarest thing in Jewish history."?'

Significantly, however, Samuel seems to have been quite aware of
the importance of playing on such perceptions of Jewish influence
and the need to demonstrate Jewry's united embrace of Zionism. "
And in December 1915 he had emphasized to Gaster and Weizmann
the necessity of showing the British Government that any proposal
had emanated from and was backed by "international Jewry."73
Moreover, since 1914 Gaster himself had already been aware of the
keen British desire to use propaganda to win over Jewish opinion.
At the recommendation of Israel Zangwill, he had been commis­
sioned by Wellington House, the British department responsible for
literary propaganda, to write articles for Rumanian Jewry to this
end." As such, in his discussions in May 1916 with Sykes and later

69 Telegram from Sykes to Foreign Office, 16 March 1916, FO 371/2767/49669,
PRO.

70 Telegram from Sykes to Foreign Office, 14 March 19 16, Ibid.
71 Letter from Gaster to Jacob DeHaas, 14 May 1916, Gaster Papers, A203/220,

CZA. Also see Moses Gaster, "The Evolution of the Modern Jew-The Dawn of
J ewish Emancipation in the West," The American Jewish Chronicle, 5 October 1917;
idem, "T he Situation of our People," The American Jewish Chronicle, 29 March 1917.

7; See Herbert Samuel , "Palestine", March 1915, CAB 37/126/1, PRO.
73 Report submitted to the members of the Executive of the International Zionist

Organisation, 7January 1915, No. 95, Stein, The utters and Papers ofChaim Weizmann,
p. 116.

H Letter from Claude Schuster to Zangwill, 14 October 19 14, Israel Zangwill
Papers, AI20/514, CZA.
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with Picot it is clear that Gaster had fundam entally grasped their
key interest. H e had ascerta ined wha t they wished to hear about the
powe r of J ewry and Zionism, particularly in the United States , and
the degree of imp ortan ce to which they had begun to attac h to gain­
ing the support of the Zionist movement. After his first meeting with
Sykes, in which he advised that J ewish opinion could be won by a
fai t accompli, British soldiers occupying J eru salem, he ph oned Sokolow
and noted in his diary the need to "prove our assertions & to work
on America.t" In his talks with Picot , Gaster continued to empha­
size the importance of bargaining for Zionism and world J ewish opin­
ion and stated, "Against positive assurances [regarding Palestine] we
would do our best for crea ting public opinion favourable to France.'?"
In these talks the assumption that J ewry was a collective, national­
ist entity that could influence world opini on was not only unques­
tioned by Gaster , but was consciously used and emphasized by him
to push both the French and British representatives to support Zionist
desiderata/! Combined with such efforts, Gaster continued to focus
Sykes' vision of J ewry thro ugh the lens of Zionist discourse."

In a critical sense, therefore, Gaster appreciated the essence of
what lay at the root of Sykes' interest in Zionism. Although the tac­
tic of portraying J ewry as a unified, nationalist force that could grea tly
aid the cause of Great Britain came to be the central an d decisive
element in the discussions between Weizmann and other Zionists
with Sykes and memb ers of the British Government in 1917, this
was not the case in any of W eizrnanri 's fam ed talks with certain
individuals up until the end of 1916.79 Moreover , the very few occa-

75 Diary of Moses Gaster , 2 May 1916, Gaster Papers, University College London.
Gast-er wrote to J acob DeH aas, one of the key membe rs of the Provisional Executive
for Zionist Affairs in the USA, and informed him tha t develop ments had taken a
remar kable turn and that American Zionists should be ready with a definite pro­
gram and must work for J ewish unity. Gas ter to DeH aas, 14 May 1916, Gaster
Papers, A203/ 220, CZA .

71 ; Diary of Moses Gaster, 10 May and 7 July, 1916, quoted in Stein, Balfour
Declaration, n. 10 and II , p. 288; Georges Picot, "Les Origines de la Declaration Balfour,"
La Qjmt ion D'/srael, Annee 17 (1939).

77 Also see letter from Gaster to Sykes, 24 May 1916, Copi es of the Sledme re
Papers, WA.

78 See, for example, ibid. and letter from Sykes to Ga ster , 5 J uly 1916, Ga ster
Papers, A2031228, CZA .

79 Levene, "T he Balfour Declaration: A Case of Mistaken Identity," pp. 72-74;
Renton, op. cit., pp . 103- 26. Mark Levene has argued that Lucien Wolf, the rep­
resentative of the Conj oint Foreign Co mmittee of the Anglo-jewish Association and
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sions on which he did speak with politicians such as Balfour and
Lord Robert Cecil had no bearing whatsoever on Sykes' decision to
pursue the support of Zionism in 1916 or at the beginning of 1917.80

Indeed, neither Balfour nor Cecil had taken an interest in actively
supporting a pro-Zionist policy as a result of discussions with Weizmann
during this period." Conversely, Gaster had impressed Sykes, so
mu ch so that he had been entrusted with highly confidential and
delicate matt ers and had been introduced by Sykes to his French
counterpart, Picot, whom the former had originally had great difficulty
in persuading of the imp ortance of Zionism. Gaster had understood
and played upon the key issue that could be used to advance the
Zionist cause with these influenti al personalities. He had endorsed
and consolida ted their conce ption of what was at stake, J ewish
influence, and how it could be tied to the Allied cause, Zionism.

One may well ask, therefore, why was it that Gaster did not
remain a favored cond uit for negotiations in 1917, after the planned
occupa tion of Palestine under the new Lloyd George Government
had again placed Zioni sm on the agendai'" Firstly, it is important
to note that Gaster 's astute understanding of international politics
was such that he always sought to place what he saw as J ewish

Board of Depu ties, also consciously played upon misconcept ions of J ewish power
in his negot iat ions with members of the British Foreign Office concerning Palestine
in 1916. Levene, War, Jews and the New Europe, C h. 6, pp. 307-308.

HO For the argumen t that Sykes had heard of and was influenced by \Veizmann 's
ea rlier political act ivities, see Reinharz, Chaim I'Veizmann: TIle Making cfa Statesman,
p. 110 and Sa nders , op. cit. , p. 454.

HI Both Cec il and Balfour came to be primarily intereste d in Zionism as a means
of winning J ewish opinion to the British cause , which Weizmann had failed to
appreciate . Neit her were part icularly concerned with Britain having futur e cont rol
over Palestine, which \Veizmann had mentioned in his meetings with them in 1914
and 1915. As such, even once the Foreign Office began to take an interest in
Zion ism in 1916, Cecil made no effort to meet with Weizmann. Minute by Lord
Robert Cecil, 18 August 1915, FO 800/95, PRO; letter from Balfou r to Achad
Ha'am , 14-1 5 December, 1914, no. 68; Stein, TIle Lettersand Papers cf Chaim Weizmann,
p. 82; Vital, op. cit. , pp. 190, 2 17- 222, 251-252, Ren ton , op. cit., pp . 94, 108-1 10.

82 Gaster's contacts with Sykes cooled after July 1916 unt il later that yea r. T his
was in line with the wider decision of the Foreign Office to step back from its dis­
cussions over Zionism in the context of French opposition to a suggested pr o-Zionist
statement regardin g the future of Palestine, and the key fact that it was simply not
worth discussing while there was no apparent prospect of a military campa ign in
the region . T he hoped for disintegration or at least destab ilization of the Ottoman
Empire that was to follow the Arab Revolt simply failed to materialize. See Elie
Kedourie, In the Anglo-Arab Labyrinth: the AlcMahon-Husayn Correspondence and its Interpreta­
tions, 1914-1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), pp. 133-1 37, and
Vital, op. cit., pp . 203-205.
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concerns first, desperately trying to avoid jewry becoming a mere
pawn in the game of Great Power diplomacy. He was extremely
anxious that if Zionists did not play upon what he understood to be
the Allies' desperate desire to win over world jewry, then Zionism
could easily be manipulated and would lose any chance to gain in
any concrete sense." For this reason he saw the eventual result, the
Balfour Declaration, as a deliberately vague and tenuous document
that was issued to justify British occupation of Palestine and gain
the support of jewry in the war, but did not constitute any tangi­
ble achievement of the goals of the Zionist Organisation and the
realization of the Basle program." He observed with bitter irony that
"it was [now] the time for the jews to crawl upon their bellies and
to express unbounded gratitude . . . [for] a mere platonic non-com­
mittal declaration." He lamented that for the Great Powers, "We
are only food enough, as food for the trenches, or as pawns in their
own political game." But he maintained, "T he Brit. Govt. wants us
and would have paid a proper price for our support if we had known
how to act and how to name it." In the end, however, Gaster was
correct in the sense that perhaps for Picot , at least, he had been too
extreme in 1916 for a pawn in a political game. In 1917 the rep­
resentatives of the imperial powers wanted jews who would be will­
ing to submit limited requests, not demands, which were subservient
to and constrained by imperial interests. Weizmann and Sokolow
filled that space .

In addition, Gaster's fall from grace was as much the result of
the efforts of his old adversaries and those Zionists who wished to
take their seat at the helm in his plac e. Within the context of his
wider considerations of the future of the Near East and the prospect
of a British campaign in Palestine, Sykes had in late january 1917
discussed with the Armenian leader james Malcolm the issue of an
alliance between Zionists and Armenian nationalists." As a result of
these considerations, Malcolm took the opportunity to probe into the
wider machinations of the Zionist movement and it was through

" 3 See, for example, letter from Gaster to Dr Victor Jacobson, Cop enhagen , 15
March 1916, Gaster Papers, A203/219, and letter from Gaster to Weizrnann , 20
December 1914, Gaster Papers, A203/214, CZA.

RI "Report of conversation between Gast er and Yehiel T schlenow ," Diary of
Gaster, 4 November 1917, copy, Gaster Papers, A203/l75, CZA.

II; Diary ofC.P. Scott , 27-30 January 1917, Scott Papers.
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Malcolms's friend, and Gaster's long tim e and bitter opponent,
Leopold Greenberg, that Weizmann and th en Sokolow were strongly
recommended." However , on 30 January Gaster was still trusted by
Sykes and had confided in him as to wh at urgent action would need
to be taken with the immediate prospect of British occupati on of
Palestine." But once Greenberg , Weizmann and others such as ] ames
de Rothsch ild had the ear of Malcolm and Sykes, W eizmann was
misleadingly identified as the "Chairman" of British Zionists and
Gaster, who th ey wished to replace, was strongly criticized as dic­
tatorial, peripheral to th e Zionist leadership in En gland and abroad
and as having kept his negoti ations with Sykes secret" (something
which W eizm ann and Sokolow themselves were to be accused of
later in th e year)."

Although Sokolow's pos ition as a member of th e Executive of the
Zionist Organ isat ion made him a logical choice to head negoti ations
at this point, it did not necessitat e Gaster being discredited with
Sykes or his ostracizat ion and it certai nly do es not negate his status
or ac hievements prior to these events. One thing of which we can
be certain, Gaster's removal, which he referred to as a coup d'etat,90

"6 Stein, Balfour Declaration, pp . 363~367; letters from Malcolm to Sykes, 3 and 5
February 19 17, Copies of the Sledmere Papers, W.A. When J am es de Rothschild
and Weizmann originally met Sykes at the end of J anu ary 1917 they were referred
by him to Gaster. Diary of Gaster , 28 and 30 J anuary 1917, cited in Stein, Balfour
Declaration, p. 367.

"7 Diary of Gas ter, 30 January 1917, quoted in Stein, Balfour Declaration, p. 367;
Gaster to J acob DeH aas, 31J anu ary 191 7, A203/268, Gas ter Papers, CZA ; Stein,
771e Balfour Declaration, p. 368; Gaster to Sykes, 1 February 1917, A203/279, Gaster
Papers, CZA. T he only evidence that Sykes had decided to seek out alternatives
to Gaste r is a record of a conversation between Sykes and Aaron Aaronsohn in
April 1917. 27 April 191 7, Diary of Aaron Aaronsohn , quoted in Anth ony Verri er ,
ed., Agents of Empire: Angto-:::.ionist Intelligence Operations I 9I5~1 91 9: Brigadier Walter
Gribbon, Aaron Aaronsohn and the NIU Ring (London and Washington : Brassey's Ltd,
1995) p. 260. However, this was long after Sykes and Malco lm had been persuaded
by Weizmann , Sokolow, Greenb erg and Roth schild that he had been talking with
the wron g man , and would seem to have been an atte mpt to show that he had
not been dup ed by Gaster. In fact, it is quite appare nt that even after he had met
with Weizmann and Sokolow, Sykes trusted Gaster and initially planne d with him
alone what actions would need to be taken in preparation for the British occupa­
tion of Palestine.

HIl Malcolm to Sykes, 3 and 5 Febru ary 1917, Cop ies of the Sledrnere Papers,
WA.

WI See, for examp le, commen ts by Ahad Ha'am and Shmuel T olkowsky, Diary
of Shmuel T olkowsky, 23 November 1917, Tolkowsky Papers, CZA.

!JI) Letter from Gaster to Sokolow, 7 Decemb er 1917, Gaster Pap ers, A203/1 32,
CZA. The ma ntle was officially passed to Sokolow at the end of a pivota l meeting
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was in no way the natural result of \Veizm ann 's linear path from
the beginning of the war toward the attainment of the Declaration.
Rather , it was a product of a complex set of circumstances tha t
eme rged in J anuary and February 191 7 which were not centered or
focused upon Weizmann, his personality, achievements, or powers
of persuasion .

Wh at emerges from this re-examina tion of the activities of Moses
Gaster and his influence upon Sir Mark Sykes during the First World
War is a glimpse of the complexities that contributed to the deci­
sion of the British Government to support the Zionist movement.
There were many ind ividuals involved other than Gaster and Sykes,
as there were discourses and resulting percepti ons, fluctuatin g polit ­
ical and military circumstances and so on , tha t in one way or another
contributed to the issuance of the Balfour Declaration . Once we shed
the ordering pri sm of the Rom anti c narrative form and forget the
assumption of the central heroic subject there exists beneath a bewil­
dering and unsettlin g complexity, with numbers of individual and
not necessarily connec ted stories that may not function within a
hom ogenous narrative time or space , th at do not move forward in
a uniform manner toward a single redemptive poin t. For this rea­
son, it is understan dable why the Declar ation as national historical
myth, a focal poin t of unity, order and cultural certa inty, was shaped
and perceived th rough Rom an tic narrative form. T his fo rm, of the
heroic figure transcending the forces of oppression, uncertain ty and
confusion wrought by the fall of both Exile and modernity, repre­
sents the wider dilemmas wi th which the nation was meant to answer.
Neve rtheless, as mu ch as the nar rat ive form of the heroic figure
moving toward the redemptive goa l of which he is destined , per­
formed a certain internal function for the nation , it has obscure d
our understanding of many other figures, groups and narrative per­
spectives. \Vith our case in point , Moses Gaster was tran sformed
from a widely respected , influential and politically aware Zionist
leade r into a petty and peripheral ind ividual. Such is the determin­
ing influen ce of both narrative form and collective mem ory. As
Weizmann came increasingly towa rd the center of the Zionist move-

between Sykes and Zionist leaders at Gaste r's house in February 1917. Mcmorandurn
by Nahum Sokolow on the meeting of 7 Feb ruary 19 17, A226/ 30/ I, Sokolow
Papers, CZA.
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ment, its gaze and imagination, so did his place within the history
of the nation. Correspondingly, as Gaster disappeared from view, he
sank into the shadows of a forgotten history, one in which he was
only rem embered in order to serve as a small reminder of what his
one tim e follower was said to have rede emed .





FORT MIT DEN HAUS]UDEN! JEWISH NATIONALISTS
ENGAGE MASS POLITICS

Joshua Shanes
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Galician Zionism began as a movement oriented towards "normal"
nationalist goals: the encouragement of a Jewish national identity
among Galician Jewry through cultural and educational projects,
together with an engagement with domestic politics to protect and
improve the Jews' economic and material position . I In the brief intox­
ication following Theodor Herzl's ascendancy to leadership, political
Zionism's nearly exclusive focus on achieving a Jewish state enjoyed
a temporary dominance over the Jewish nationalist movement also
in Galicia. By 1903, however, this had begun to wane, and in the
following years Galician Zionism increasingly returned to its 'jewish
nationalist" roots .

By the first years of the twentieth century, the movement had
achieved a solid foothold among the secular intelligentsia, with scores
of associations and over 4,000 members throughout the province.
Nevertheless, the movement had still largely failed to penetrate into
the traditional Jewish masses, most of whom remained politically dis­
interested and unconvinced by Zionist arguments that Jews consti­
tuted one of the constituent nationalities of the Habsburg Empire,
and thus deserved the same national rights that most other nation­
alities enjoyed.

The 1905 decision of the emperor to support universal manhood
suffrage, however, transformed the stakes of Zionist outreach. Not
only did every male Jew become a potential and equally important
voter, but the general atmosphere of mass mobilization throughout
the province (voter rallies, the growth of mass-circulation news­
papers, etc.) provided an unprecedented opportunity for Zionists to
penetrate into the traditional and still largely politically uninvolved

I See j. Shanes , "Neither Germans nor Poles: Jewish Nationalism in Galicia
Before Herzl 1883-1897," Austrian History Yearbook 34 (2003): 191 -214.
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Je\\~sh masses. To this end, the period saw a sharp rise in the number
of Zionist papers publi shed in Yiddi sh, such as Der J ud, Die Tiddishe
Volks Politik and, above all, the Lemberg Togblat, the province's first
Yiddish daily. T hese papers were designed not simply to provide
news to the Yiddish-reading public, but rather to politicize Galician
J ewry in favor of the J ewish natio nalist position ."

The electoral reform transformed the stakes of Zionist outreac h
in another way as well. Electoral districts were designed as national
mandates, na tionally hom ogeneous districts, although the Polish Club
succeeded in adding a second Representative to rural East Galician
districts in order to prot ect the Polish minority there." The national
mandate system, particularly with its extra protection of natio na l
minorities in East Ga licia , merely exacerbated the desperate situa ­
tion of Austrian J ews who were still not considered a nationality, or
Volksstamm, in their own righ t. With so many potent ial urban elec­
toral districts in Gali cia comprised ofJ ewish majorities or pluralities,
the stakes of such recognition rose considerably. If in the past the
recognition of Yiddish as an official lan guage, or Umgangssprache,
wou ld have gua ranteed state support of Yiddish schools and recog­
nition of Yiddish contrac ts, now it could mean a gua ranteed J ewish
presence in the Austrian parliam en t, and a considerable one at that.
With the possibility of J ewish national representatives in Parliam en t,
the Zionist vision of J ewish integration into Austrian society as one
of the empire' s recognized nation alit ies seemed more promi sing than
ever. No better oppo rtunity could have present ed itself for J ewish
nationalists to take their message to the people.

A Prelude to the Coming Battle

Although elections were not to be held until mid-1 907 , Zionist agi­
tat ion already began by J anuary of 1906 in their crusade to win

1 Similar papers had already appeared in the 1890s, but those were more fleeting
operations and were not pu blished directly by the Zionist orga nization itself See
.J. Shanes, "Papers for the j ewish Folk: j ewish Nationalism and the Birth of the
Yiddish Press in Galicia ," Polin 16 (2003): 167-1 87.

I William j enks, the Austrian Electoral Reforms rif1907 (New York, 1950), p. 118ff
On the 1907 electoral system in Galicia, see Harald Binder, " Oil' Wahlreform von
1907 und der polnisch-ru thenische Konflikt in O stgalizien," Osterreidtischen Osthtften
38 (1996): 293-32 1.
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Jewish mandates, electoral districts deliberately constructed around
J ewish majorities. Numerous rallies brought in hundreds and even
thousands of participants, and the camp aign culminated in the Zionists'
successful organization of over 400 mass rallies on a single day,
January 7.4 The rallies did not merely raise support for their imm e­
diat e campaign, but help ed to position the Zionists as the natural
choice for Jewish national leadership. The Zionist Yiddish weekly
Der Jud, for example, noted that while the leader of the pro-Polish
Liberal camp, Emil Byk, could only muster two dozen participants
at his lone anti-Zionist "conventicle," Galician Zionists attracted tens
of thousands of J ews on January 7 alon e. "And to whom did the
hundreds of J ewish people 's rallies express their thanks , their trust
and their respect?-Not to Dr. Byk! Oh, vengean ce is swectl'"

Later in 1906, Zioni sts had another opportunity to jumpstart their
upcoming campaign when Emil Byk died , opening up a seat in the
heavily J ewish Brody-Zloczow district. Byk, who died on June 24,
had been a loyal member of the Polish Club since he first won elec­
tion in 1891, and captur ing his seat had tremendous symbolic mean­
ing for Galician Zionists. The Zionists nominated their president,
Adolf Stand (1870- 19 19), to replace Byk and serve the final year of
his term. Stand energetically declared that if elected he would not
join the Polish Club, but would serve instead as an ind ependent
J ewish nationalist candidate, possibly even establishing a J ewish Club
in Parliament.

Although the results would ultimately be decided under the old
restricted suffrage system (Byk sat as the representative of the third,
or Chamber of Commerce curia), the campaign clearly anticipated
the "mass politics" of the following year's elections. Jewish nation­
alists staged numerous mass rallies, for example, which served not

f Die Welt, Decemb er 29, 1905, pp . 5- 7; J anu ary 5, 1906, pp . 12-13; January
12, 1906, p. II . The J an uary 7 rallies were organized by the Zionists' Lemb erg­
district Action Committee in response to a "conventicle" of J ewish pa rliamen tary,
diet and Kahal representat ives convened by Emil Byk, a lead ing J ewish memb er of
the Polish Club and a long-time Zionist oppo nent. That conference declared itself
resoundingly against Jewish national autonomy or the formation of a J ewish national
curia, arguing it would serve to und ermine J ewish civil equality.

5 DerJud, May 3, 1906. Byk was an adama nt opponent of Zionism with a his­
to ry of enlisting the Polish authorities to aid in his crusade against the movement.
Still, Zion ists conveniently overlooked Byk's significant contributions towards defend­
ing J ewish rights, parti cularly his campa ign against the Sunday-rest law. Such activ­
ities po int to the complexity of the so-called "assirnila tionists," who continued to
defend J ewish collective interests despite their anti-nationalist rhetoric.
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on ly to raise suppo rt for Stand, but also helped genera lly to raise
th e national consciousness of Galician Jewry. Unencumbe red by oth er
ra ces througho ut the province, as they would be a year later, Galician
Zionists could invest all of their ene rgy and best speakers in this sin­
gle distr ict. " Election fever ," wrote Der]ud, was growing hotter every
day, and not only amo ng the voters. Daily rallies were held in both
cities, including four over the weekend before the election." Similarly,
a correspo ndent from Brody wrot e to the Viennese Neue Zeitung, "T he
prospects of Adolf Stand rise from hour to hou r," above all du e to
the great voter rallies. Zipper , Malz, Waldmann, Taubes, amon g the
best Zioni st ora tors in Galicia, all mad e trem endous impressions, he
wrot e, but the Sunday ra lly, at which Stand himself spoke, was
" totally spectac ular." "H is stateme nt that he will not join the Polish
C lub but rat her will work to found a J ewish Club in parliam ent was
received with sto rming applause."?

Zioni sts emphas ized how Stand wou ld serve as a tru e J ewish rep­
resentative and not sit as a stooge for the Poles. Stand portrayed
himself as the ca ndida te of th e J ewish masses against th eir oppres­
sors, of dem ocracy aga inst oligarchy, and of youth against anac hro­
nism. Most imp ortantly, for the first tim e, the Zioni sts completely
severed th eir ideological commitme nt to building a Jewish homeland
in Pa lestine from their dom estic political agenda. T hey made it clear
that although Stand was proud to be a Zionist, he was running not
as a represent ative of the Zioni st party, but rather as a representa­
tive of all J ews. Zionists, in a brill iant dep arture from their normal
prop aganda, ca ndidly admitted that most J ews did not ag ree with
th eir ideology, and hop ed th ereby to convince them th at voting for
Stand did not necessarily impl y suppo rt for Zionism."

T o a large extent, the stra tegy worked. In the final weeks before
th e election, Stand picked up a number of important endo rseme nts,
most significantly from the fiercely anti-Zionist Machrike Hadas, organ
of the ultr a-Orthodox political party of th e same name. The paper
carried an endorsement of Stand on its front page j ust a week before
the election.

,; DeTJud, August 30, 1906.
; Nelle Zeitllng, September 14, 1906.
" Togblat: August 28, 1906, p. I.
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Despite all of our opp osition to Zionism, nevertheless we recognize
that this candidate is the most desirable [compared] to the other oppor­
tuni sts [kl2fizim] whom the assimilationist s nominated with the strength
of the anti-Semites' fist. While their candidature is strengthened by
heretics to their people and by those who ar e asha med to utter the
J ewish name on their lips, Stand proclaim s his J ewishn ess up front and
shows pride in it before all other nation s."

Despite the fact that the paper respected tho se who , unable to vote
for a Zionist, planned on staying home election day, Stand could
not have asked for a better endorsement.

Despite high hop es, Stand did not win election to Parliament in
1906. The seat went instead to the pro-Polish candidate Joseph Gold,
who won with 855 votes to Stand's 454, in part due to brazen cases
of electoral abuse, a ph enomenon known throughout the empire as
"Ga lician Elections." The fact that 454 Jews bravely voted for him
despite the pre ssures against it, concluded one paper , proved the vic­
tory of the J ewish national spirit. "T he national candida te Adolf
Stand fell but the national idea was victorious." 10

Despite the obviously propagandistic nature of that paper 's con­
clusion , it was not far from the truth. This election itself certainly
had little practical significance . Byk's repla cement would fill his pre­
decessor 's post for just one year, with practically the only business
of Parliam ent being the passage of the reform bill, already past its
first reading, and the timin g of new election s. With the new elec­
toral system essentially delegitimizing the entire cur ial arrangement,
it is hard to imagine a more lam e-duck session than this one.

The campaign's larger significance was its role as a prelude to the
coming elections one year later . It was, first of all, an early oppor­
tunity to begin the 1907 campaign for the general election of Jewish
national candidates throu ghout Galicia. The daily rallies and exten ­
sive newspaper coverage, which rea ched throughout the province
(not to mention Vienna) certainly made an impact on many previ­
ously disinterested J ews. In addition, Jewish nationalists also learned
an important lesson about the critical role of Ruthenian support,
which Stand failed to secure despite the rep eated pleas by veteran
Zionists such as Nathan Birnbaum to build an anti -Polish alliance. II

This too would have important consequences in the upcoming elections.

., Machsike Hadas, September 7, 1906, p. 1.
IU Der Jud, September 19, 1906.
I I See Birnbaum 's lead editorials in his Nelle <eitllng, September 7, 1906 and
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The J ewish National Parry qf Austria

Galician Zionists continuously struggled with their Viennese counterparts
over the question of Landespolitik. Galician Zion ists generally wanted
to work towards alleviat ing the physical misery of Galician J ewry
and at the same time hop ed that an active engagement with political
campaigns would raise Ga lician J ewry's "political matu rity." Never­
theless, before the announcement of universal suffrage, even in Galicia
support for Landespolitik did no t entail running candida tes in national
elections, but merely supporting those candida tes who pledged to
defend j ewish rights and, heeding Herzl's call, to "conquer the kehilla."

By December 1905, of course, the situa tion had cha nged dra­
matically. Electrified by news of imminent suffrage reform , Austrian
Zioni sts, both in Galicia an d in Vienna, began a vigorous agitation
campaign demanding recognition of the J ews as an official nat ion­
ality and the assignment of J ewish electoral mandates in proportion
to their percent age of the population . Rath er than nominating par­
liam entary candida tes directly, in J uly 1906 Zioni sts formed an inde­
pen dent party called the ':Jewish Na tional Party of Austria" to run
candida tes in the national elections . Its platform dem an ded state
recognition of the J ewish nation and called for measures to strengthen
J ewish national feeling and improve day-to-day life. Leade rship of
the party was to be held only by members of the Zionist party,
although non-Zionists would be allowed to join if they accepted the
party's platform . (A Viennese Zionist who oppo sed Landespolitik insisted
that the resolution not e that the Zioni st party itself did not consti­
tute a poli tical organi zation, a compromise accepted by the confer­
ence.) Although chaired by Isidor Schalit (1 871- 1954), head of the
Austrian Zionist organ izat ion after H erzl' s death , the new party was
heavily saturated with Galician Zionist leadership; Galicians accounted
for 92 of the 135 delegates who constituted the party in Cracow on
July 2, 1906, as well as three out of the five board members."

The establishme nt of an independent J ewish nationalist party not
only avoided awkward questions abo ut the nature of the Zionist orga-

September 14, 1906. The Ruthenians ultimat ely nomina ted their own candida te
instead.

I ; For a transcript of the conference del iberations, see Die Welt, No. 28, 1906,
pp. 7- 10.
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nization; it also facilitated the integration of non-Zionist nationalists
into the movement, both as voters and as candida tes. On the one
side, traditional J ews sympathetic to calls for J ewish national rights
in Galicia but opposed to Zioni sm for religious reasons could now
support the J ewish national candidate more safely, without compro­
mising their opposition to the Zionis t organization. (Recall Standis
similar positioning just a few months ea rlier in Brody.) At the same
time , the separation of the new party from the Zionist organization
also facilitat ed the support of the socialist-Zionist party Poale Zion,
founded just two years earlier in 1904. Poal e Zion ha d broken from
the general Zionist organization in 1906, but in 1907 the group
endorsed the candidates of the Jewish National Party (although they
refused to join that party outright).

Despite their extensive organizational infra structure, Zionists clearly
suffered from a distinct disadvantage in their late (re)commitment to
Landespolitik.Just as Zionists themselves ridiculed pro-German assim­
ilationists like Emil Byk in the 1880s for suddenly switching to the
Polish camp, so too their own opponents now att empted to expose
them as hypo crites for contradicting th eir own ideologi cal rejection
ofJ ewish na tional life in the Diaspora. The J ewish Social Democratic
Party of Gali cia , for example, whose party organ had displayed a
front-page banner calling for direct, universal suffrage since its found­
ing in October, 1905, fiercely mocked the Zionists for their "sud­
den discovery" of the importance of Landespolitik for Galician Jewry
after so many years of insisting that only in Palestine could the J ews
develop an inde pendent cultural and economic life. They have no
program at all, claim ed the paper,

So that one doesn't yet know today exactly what they want, one only
hears their crying. In their press and also in their meetings they dis­
cuss national autonomy, which they have perpetually combated, [as
well as] national curias and proportional suffrage. It is thus no won­
der they alone don't know what they want."

Obviously, this is a gross oversimplification of the Zionist movement,
which was far more complex. Zionists had never "combated" national
autonomy. Indeed , Galician Zionists in particular had always com­
mitted themselves to cultivating J ewish national life in the Diaspora.

I :; Der Soeiai-Demokrat; J anu ary 12, 1906, p . I.
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Clearly, however, Zionists were popularly associated with a nation­
alist vision that broadly called for Jews to leave Europe and settle
in Palestine, and Zionist opponents could and did capitalize on this
apparent inconsistency.

Zionist leaders, in fact, were themselves painfully aware of the
need to reeducate Jews about their Jewish national vision. The people
do not yet know, complained a Zionist as late as November, 1906,
that Zionists are even engaged in Landespolitik, or that they formed
a new political party to run candidates in parliamentary elections.
The new elections required much greater organization, he wrote, if
Zionists were to spread throughout the province." Unfortunately,
only in the final months before the election did the Jewish National
Party finally begin to campaign seriously for election.

17ze 1907 Campaign

When the suffrage reform bill was signed into law on January 26,
1907, Jewish mandates were not apportioned according to their pop­
ulation. Under pressure from Galician Jewry, however, the Poles did
allow for the formation of six urban electoral districts with Jewish
majorities. I" It should be noted, however, that Jews constituted over
11 % of the Galician population and thus theoretically deserved eleven
or twelve of Galicia's 106 districts . Moreover, it was unlikely that
urban electoral districts could have been constructed at all without
some falling to Jewish majorities, and Galician Zionists complained
that the mandates formed were specifically chosen because they were
the home bases of known "Polish lackeys." Nevertheless, the battle
lines for Jewish Nationalist candidates had been drawn.

In Galicia, the 1907 campaign represented the most important
struggle yet of Jewish nationalists against the "assimilationist" estab­
lishment. "Away with the house Jews!" cried S.R. Landau in an elec­
tion-year propaganda book subtitled, "Foundations of a Jewish People's
Politics."

1+ Der Jud, November 29, 1906.
I" These were (I) Lemberg, (2) Cracow, (3) Stanislau, (4) Kolomea, (5) Brody­

Zloczow:Jezina, and (6) Drohobycz-Turka-Bolechow-Skole. According to the Polish
Club spokesman, in seven other districts Jews constituted a plurality of the popu­
lation, and in a few others they cast the deciding vote between the Polish and
Ruthenian majorities. Die Welt, No. 32, 1906, pp . 7-8.
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After decades of domination, now finally the People will themselves
have the word. The teacher's aids, movers and water carriers, coach­
men, tallis weavers, match factory workers and other thousands of the
proletariat who lead a miserable, joyless life in the ghetto, will soon
become parliamentary electors. . . . And when these masses step into
the voting booth, then they will raise the battle cry from the Weichscl
until the Prut: Awqy with the vampires if the Jewish People, away with the
house Jews if the Polish Clubl "

Frustrated with Galician Zionists during the Herzlian period, whom
he felt had strayed from their program of Diaspora-nationalism in
favor of Palestine-work, Landau now praised the "wise political " deci­
sion of the Zionist District Committee of Galicia to put off the
"purely Zionist questions" and energetically engage domestic politics. 17

Just as with Stand's campaign the previous year, it was the mass
rallies, which by May had become daily events in large and small
communities throughout Galicia, that formed the backbone of the
Zionist campaigns, as it did for those of the other parties. Each day
the Togblat, the official organ of the Galician Zionist organization as
of the first of January, announced upcoming rallies as well as their
featured speakers in a large-print advertisement on its first page. In
light of the election, the party announced on February 22 that all
rallies through Election Day would be free of charge. By late February,
they had begun holding rallies in the major Jewish centers (espe­
cially Lemberg) although as late as early April-just a month before
the elections-correspondents in many smaller J ewish communities
complained that Jews in their area still remained indifferent to elec­
toral politics .

Zionist rallies typically attracted anywhere from a few hundred to
two thousand participants, although it was generally closer to the
2,000 mark and several exceptional rallies brought in up to 5,000
Jewish voters . Zionist speakers raced throughout the province to pro­
mote their Jewish national vision and endorse their party's candi­
date, often speaking for two to three hours about the necessity for
"genuine" Jewish representatives who would not sacrifice their own
People 's interest as the "assimilationist" oligarchy had (allegedly) done
until then . Typically, each rally ended with a unanimous resolution
to support the Jewish national candidate of that district.

16 Landau, Fort mit den Hausjuden! (Vienna, 1907), p. 19. Italics in original.
I i Landau , op. cit., p. 27.
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Zionist papers often compared their own rallies to those of their
"assimilationist" opponents, which they often noted failed to attrac t
more than a few score a ttendees." (Socialist rallies, which could not
be so easily dismissed as elitist and anti-democratic, are mentioned
far less frequ ently.) Zionists often tried to infiltrate into the "assim­
ilationist" rallies, but most were usually kept out, a fact which the
Zionist press happily contrasted to their own party's open "volks" ral­
lies. A rally in Bolechow, for example, for the pro-Polish J ewish can­
didate Natha n Loewenstein admitted just 50 people, while a Zionist
rally organiz ed at a kloi; in the city attrac ted over 1,000 J ews who
voted "unanimously" to support the Je\\~sh national candidate, Gershon
Zipp er. 19

Similarly, when Kolomea's pro-Polish candidate Heinrich Kolischer
came to the city for a rally, barely 300 of the town 's 6,000 voters
allegedly showed up, includ ing just 50 J ews. By contrast, the J ewish
national candida te (Yehoshua Thon) spoke to a chee ring crowd of
thousands on Tuesday night and then again on Wedn esday night.
Friday night (Sabbath) he spoke at the study house, and Saturday
(Sabbath-day) at two separate synagogues, both packed. Thousands
attended rallies held on Saturday afternoon and Saturday night, each
pledging to support his candidacy.i''

An important sign of the growing influence of the J ewish nation­
alists was their now frequent use of synagogues and study houses for
rallies, as well as for more informal lectures. O bviously, this allowed
them to gain access to a much larger number of J ews than would
have been possible were all meetings held in Zionist locations. Often
synagogues and study houses constituted the only large meeting hall
in a city. Even in larger J ewish communities that did boast community
halls, however , Zionists were often denied their use by anti-Zionist
forces in the kahal. J ewish nationalists used the smaller study hou ses
and synagogues as a means of circumventing their opponents in the
community hierarchy, including at times the town rabbi himself.

Such a story occurred in Sniatyn, who se J ewish-national election
committee organ ized the city's first rally on Sunday, March 24. The

IH O f course, descriptions of rallies (and the choice of which rallies to describe)
varied wildly from one newspaper to the next. Coverage of the rallies hy the Zionist
press should he read with a certain degree of awareness of those papers' agenda.

1'1 Togblat, April 2 1, 1907, p. 2.
~11 Togblat, ~Iay 16, 1907.
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president of the kehilla, intending to block the rally, cynically responded
to the Zionists' requ est for permission to use the main synagogue
by insisting that they ask the rabbi whether or not it was permissi­
ble to use a synagogue for political purposes. According to the cor­
respondent , the president knew full well that the rabbi would never
give his permission , not because J ewish law forbad e such a gather­
ing, but because the rabbi was a strong supp ort er of the Polish can­
did ate. \Vhen the Zionists received permission from the caretakers
of a smaller study house to hold the rally there, the kehilla president
managed to have the authorities declare the gath ering illegal (allegedly
because it biased the study house in favor of on e party) and garri­
son forces were stationed to block the hall 's entrance on the Sunday
afternoon in qu estion . Enraged , the Zionists issued a thinly veiled
threat that such actions would lead to violent unrest by the town 's
J ews, and in the end the president agreed to open the main syna­
gogue for the rally."

Pro-P olish J ews often recruited the Polish autho rities to block
Zionist rallies. In Zb orow, for exa mple, about a week before the
election , the Polish county prefect forbad e the use of the town syn­
agogue for a political rally by a known Zionist speaker on the grounds
that the "Mosaic religion" forbids the use of a prayer house for polit­
ical speeches. Violators were threatened with a 200 K. fine and four­
teen days arres t."

On Passover , just over a month before the election, Zionist speak­
ers flooded the synagogues and study houses of Galicia, which were
generally packed with worshipers during the holiday. In Lemberg,
for example, twenty speakers went to different study houses through­
out the city on the first night of Passover alone in order to speak
about Zioni st goals for the elections." In Buczacz, Zionists held no
less than ten voter rallies in the study houses and synagogues dur­
ing the eight-day holid ay." Again st Liberal opponents who cynically
cha rged Zionists with violating the sanctity of synagogues (a well­
established practice in Galicia , in which the Liberals th emsel ves
engaged), Zionists confidently asserted that the political rallies in fact
constituted a holy activity perfectly fitting for a synagogue.

11 Togb/at, April 2, 1907, p. 2.
11 Neue National-Zeitung, No. 23, p. 7.
1\ Togblat, April 2, 1907.
11 Togblat, April 16, 1907, p. 2.
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It is noteworthy that despite the pamphlets of the community-clique
[kahalniks] which argued that it is a desecration of G-d's name to speak
out about politics in the synagogue, the people unanimously cried out
that Stand should speak not on the almaner but specifically next to the
Holy Ark, next to the Holy Torah. And with right! Because they con­
sider the matter to be a truly J ewish, holy thing that belongs precisely
in the synagogue and especially next to the Holy Ark?'

Even Der Sozial-Demokrai, in its surprisingly congenial report of Zionist
outreach on Passover , exp ressed disgust at the Jewish oligarchs who
tried to preven t the use of synagogues by Zionist agit ators . According
to th e report, p resumably reliable considering th e J ewish socialists'
anti-Zionist position , the "kahalniks" hung placards with a warning
that th e synagogues should not allow any Zionist to speak becau se
this would only bring pogroms. T he placards were signed "the gov­
ernme nt-true J ews."2G

The Zionist app ropria tion of synagogue space, hardly an innova­
tion to be sure , was strength ened by the party's decision to include
three pulpit rabbis among its nom inations (M orde chai Braude ,
Yehoshua Thon, and Ged alia Schmelkes), whose po sts obviou sly
offered a distinct advantage in that th ey provided th e candidates
with a captive au dien ce every week.27 Braude and Thon had argue d
for years th at the role of a preacher and his synagogue included th e
encourageme nt of political activism among th e congregants." Such
rh etori c no w assum ed an even greater importance. On th e last day
of Passover , for example, Braude gave a sermon at the Stanislau
[reform] T emple to thousands of J ews which highlighted Hosea' s
teaching that a preacher must teach J ews to str uggle, and thus that
pol itics do ind eed belon g in the synagogue."

Braude, raised in a strict religious environme nt, hardly limited
himself to progressive J ews in prea ching politica l ac tivism . At a

25 Toghlat, April II , 1907, p. I. 800 J ews reportedly attended the rally, Bolechow's
first. In fact, synagogues had been used for political gatherings for decades.

2G Der Soeial-Demokrai; Apr il 4, 1907, p. 2.
27 Braude, however , was dismissed from his post as rabb i of the progressive

Stanislau Temple on account of his nationalist activities. Braude, Zikhron Mordechai
Ze'ev Braude (Jerusalem, 1960), pp . 197-215. Thon, who had avoided openly Zionist
activity since assuming his post at the Cracow T emple, barely held on to his job
in the face of opposition to his candidacy. See Nella Rost Hollander, J ehoshua 77zon:
Preacher, Thinker, Politician (Montevideo, Uruguay , 1966), p. 28.

28 Nella Rost Holland er, op. cit., p. 14.
2~1 Togblat, April 17, 1907.
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Sabbath-afternoon rally in Lemberg, for example, Braude spoke to
over 1,000 J ewish voters (over 200 were sent away for lack for space),
"t he majority in shtreimels [fur hats worn by Hasidim on Sabba ths and
holidays] and gray beards." There was reportedly great applause
when Braude entered, despite the fact that most of those present
were still unacqu ainted with the Zionists or their program ."

Zioni st rallies did not only raise support for spec ific nationalist
candidates, but served to politicize Galician J ewry more gene rally,
and in particular to convince J ews that they constituted a national­
ity to which national min ority right s were due. The vast majority of
rally speeches focused nearly exclusively on the nature of J ewish
suffering in Galicia, on the corruption of the cur rent community
lead ership, and on the program of the J ewish Nation al Party. Only
in conclusion would the speaker mention the local candidate and his
particular qualifications. Since mo st candidates ran in districts in
which they did not even live, the party program in any case con­
stituted a far more influenti al and interesting message to local Jews
than the local candida te, of whom they had probably never heard.
For man y, it was the first tim e they had ever been expose d to such
political rhetoric. Laibel T aubes (1863-1933), one of the party's most
import ant and prolific speakers, describes his impac t when he spoke
at a small hamlet in northeast Galicia .

I recognized that with this crowd one would have to begin from the
political abc's, that the poor, oppressed J ews had no understanding of
the most primitive political concepts- but I also recognized that this
was an audience thirsting for enlightenment. And when I spoke I saw
how the audience really came to life and listened eagerly and tensely
to every word . Every word was for them a revelation, a sort of
prophecy. . .. After I finished my lecture around midnight, an old Jew
came to me and said, 'Herr Taubes! Admittedly, what you have told
us is, truly, very interesting and completely correct. I want to ask you
one question, however. Why are we hearing this now for the first
time ?'! '

T aubes was also a candida te of the J ewish National Party, nomi­
nated during the Zionists' eleventh-hour spree of nominations in late
April and early May. The scion of generations of rabbis on both
sides of his family, T aubes was a critical figure for Galician Zionism

30 Toghlat, May 7, 1907, p. 2.
31 T aubes, Zichrones fun La ibel Taubes (Vienna, 1920), pp. 20-2 1.
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because he helped it to overcom e its image of being a movement
of disillusioned secular intellectual s, an image made only worse by
the rise of Herzl. Zionist propaganda emphasized Taubes' religious
upbringing and populist credentials in ord er to highlight his con­
nection to the common J ew. Taubes is no disillusioned integrationi st,
writes the Togblat in its announcement of his candida ture, bu t rather
IS one of the people.

He was and remains a child of the People, one of the great J ewish
masses. His parents left him no great inh eritance, he made no fach­
studium [i.e. university study] in ord er to acqui re a privileged "higher"
status in society, and when Laibel Taubes became a Zionist, he did
not "go down" to the people, but rather came up from the people.
He did not come from a different world ; he was not pushed to Zionism
through rejection , through anti-Semitism, but only from inside [him­
self ], from his soul of the people [volks-neshama] he generated his enthu­
siasm for Zioni sm and for everything that is J ewish. Laibel Taubes
thu s became a Zionist not like many of our intellectuals, through his
head , bu t through his hear t."

T aubes himself cultiva ted th is image very delib erately. H en och
H alpern, who grew up in Cli ne, later recalled that although T aub es
generally dressed "Deitsch," when he came to Cline for a Sabbath
he ente red the synagogue wearing a caftan with a gartel and shtreimel,
"exactly like all the J ews in the shtell," in order that his Western
clothes should not undermine his influence before he even had a
chance to speak. Wh en he did finally speak, recalled Halpern , Taubes'
striking dark hair , European manners, and beautiful , soft Yiddish
won over the town ."

Aside from the actual content of the speeches, the rallies also served
as a critical agent in forging a common sense of national commu­
nity among Galician J ews. Rallies att rac ted J ews from all classes,
men and wom en , young and old, religious and secular. All stood
togeth er and often intermixed (by all of tho se criteria) as they lis­
tened to speeches calling for J ewish solidarity an d national struggle.
The photograph (see frontispie ce) of a mass rally in Buczacz for the
Jewish national candidate Nathan Birnbaum, for example, shows men
and women of clearly middle-class dress, women with uncovered hair

12 Togblat, April 28, 1907, p. 2.
n Henoch Halpern , "M egilat Gline" (New York, 1950), p. 142.
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and shaved men with Western hats, standing and sitting together
with Jews of an obviously much lower social class, many of whom
covered their hair or wore long beards. The rallies thus created a
new public space , in the case of this outdoor rally quite literally, in
which all J ews could safely participate. (Birnbaum is standing in the
center of the front row; S.Y. Agnon appears as well.)

Towards the end of the campaign, by which time rallies rarely
attracted less than a thousand participants, organizers facing inade­
quate hall space occasionally limited attendance to voters alone,
meaning that women and children were not admitted. In response,
several districts organized rallies specifically for women, although
men were also allowed to attend. Speakers at these rallies especially
applauded the importance of Jewish women in the campaign. One
speaker, for example, discussed how all of the anti-Jewish laws
impacted first and foremost women, who feel their families' hunger
most pressingly . She emphasized the power that women can wield
by using their influence over their husbands. Although women could
themselves not vote, she admitted,

\Ve mu st at least exert all of our influence on our husbands that they
should not let themselves be frightened by the terror of the enemies
of Israel , because this is a matter of our very existenc e. We mu st do
everything [to ensure] that our husbands should vote as on e man for
Dr. Gershon Zipper."

Zionist Opposition: Socialist, Orthodox and "Assimilationist"

Although they eventually nominated nearly two dozen candidates,
Zionists did not constitute the entire J ewish opposition to the con­
servative Polish Club. On the contrary, Jewish nationalism by this
time had refigured the entire spectrum of Jewish politics, from the
socialists on the Left to the Polish nationalist Jews on the Right.
Certainly much of the credit for this fact was due to the Zionists
themselves, whose many years of agitation had begun to bear fruit .
Competition in the marketplace simply forced Zionist opponents to
adopt some sort of national program, just as socialist pressure forced
Zionists , for example, to establish Zionist workers ' associations and

3 1 Tagb/at, May 16, 1907, p. 2.
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to include vari ous progressive social and economic program s in their
platform. The hyper-n ationalist atmo sphe re then dominant in Galicia
obviously played a role in the transformat ion ofJ ewish political dis­
course as well. In sho rt, by 1907 no party could hope to mobilize
J ewish voters witho ut some sort of program demanding J ewish col­
lective representation.

The Zioni sts' best-organi zed competitors for the anti-Polish Club
vote were the socialists. In fact, Zionists actu ally faced two separate
opponents in the social dem ocratic movem ent. On one side stood
the Polish Social Democratic Par ty (PPSD), an opponent of the Polish
Club but a staunch advo ca te of J ewish assimilation non etheless.
H ermann Diamand (1 860- 1931), the one-time Zionist who now served
as one of the PPSD's highest-ranking leaders, was one of the Polish
party's most vocal spo kesme n for J ewish assimilation . This is how
he explained his part y's position vis-a-vis the J ewish qu estion :

T here are no special J ewish traits worth conserving. All retention of
J ewish uniqueness is deleterious. \ Ve have to assume new forms and
not flinch at the difficult ies encountered in Polish society. We mu st
bend every effort to eliminate all mani festations of uniqueness."

Clea rly, such rh etoric stood outside the pale of J ewish political dis­
course by 1907. The main spokesmen for the Social Dem ocrats
among J ews in 1907 did not come from the PPSD , however, bu t
from the J ewish Social Dem ocratic Party of Galicia (jSD P), which
had split from the PPSD in 1905.36 The gro up, from its incepti on ,
had committed itself to the adva nceme nt of J ewish nation al rights
in Galicia , as well as to the campaign for universal suffrage. Both
of these position s certainly lent the group a certain attractiveness
and authority by 1907, not to mention the general appeal of social­
ism to man y J ewish workers.

The JSDP did not enter any candidates in 1907 , agreeing instead
in the name of socialist solida rity to endorse the candida tes of the
PPSD (despite that group 's sha rp denouncem ent of the new J ewish

:G J acob Hert z, "T he Bund's Nationa lity Program and Its Critics in the Russian ,
Polish and Austrian Socialist Movements," Y1VO Annual ofJ ewish Social Science XIV
(1969), p. 63.

:\1; See Rick Kuhn, "O rganizing Yiddish speaking workers in pre-World \ Var O ne
Galicia: The J ewish Social Democratic Party," in Yiddish Lallguage and Culture Then
& Now, cd. Leonard J ay Greenspoon (O maha, 1996).
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party). Nevertheless, the jSDP took a very active role in the 1907
campaigns, organizing voter rallies throughout the province, many
attracting thousands of parti cipants. Like the Zion ists, the j ewish
socialists hoped not only to prom ote their individual candidates (in
this case, the candida tes of the PPSD), but want ed to take advan­
tage of the opportunity to penetrate into the j ewish masses and to
educate them about their party's program . 'While such rallies cer­
tainly constituted an import ant source of competition for the j ewish
National Party, which inevitably received the sha rpest criticism from
the j ewish socialists, they also made an important contribution to
the broader Zionist project of politicizing traditional j ews and strength­
ening their sense of themselves as constituting a national community.

Zioni sts did not only face stiff opposition from the Left. The ultra­
O rthodox Machrike Hadas, which had uncharacteristically supported
the Zionists in Brody-Zloczow the past year, now withdrew their
support and energetically entered the campa ign in favor of the rul­
ing Poles, their traditional allies. Beginning in February 1907 , the
party printed repeated warn ings aga inst opposing the government, a
cha rge they leveled at Zionists for refusing to support the rulin g
Polish Club." The party strongly urged the nomination of suitable
Orthodox candida tes in all districts with j ewish majorit ies or plu­
ralities. Wh en one was forced to choose between Zionists and assim­
ilationists, however, they advised read ers to choose "the lesser of two
evils" and vote for the latt er , "friends of the Poles and lovers of the
government," and not for the Zionists." The paper expressed deep
fear about antagonizing the domin ant Poles, and mocked the Zionists'
goa l of establishing a j ewish Club in Parliament.

Wh at will a J ewish Club of six Representatives be able to accomplish
in the next parliam ent? On the other hand, what willJ ewish Represen­
tatives be able to accomplish within the Polish Club? . . . Our splitting
from the Poles will not hurt them in any case; even if the Polish Club
loses some Representatives, their place in the coming parliament will
be strong and it will be one of the pillars of the next government. But

3; Kol Machsike Hadas, Febru ary II , 1907. The paper called on J ews to support
the Poles and not anti-government assimilationists, a category that included Zionists
in ultra-orthodox rhetoric.

1Il Kol Machsike Hadas, March 28, 1907; Machsike Hadas, April 12, 1907; Kol Machsike
Hadas, April 19, 1907; Machsike Hadas, April 26, 1907; Kol Machsike Hadas, May 3,
1907.
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this split will hurt only us, for we will have no brother In the gov­
ernment during troubled times . . .'19

T he Poles constitute the J ews' only hope for an ally, wrote the paper
a week later. After all, the Poles promised six of "their" mandates
for the J ews, while the Ruthenian s did not offer a single one of their
28 mandates.t" T his was, of course, a gross distortion of the politi­
cal situation. T he 28 Ruthenian mandates to which the paper refers
were comprised nearly exclusively of Ruthenian constituencies, while
the six mandates which the Poles "offered" were in any case com­
pri sed of clear J ewish majorities. As we have seen, th e Poles, who
opposed the formation ofJ ewish mandates, claimed all non-Ruthenian
mandates as their own .

Despite their fierce denouncement of the Zionists, Machrike Hadas
also actively cont ributed to the Zionist goa l ofJ ewish pol itical mobi­
lization . The Orthodox party was mob ilizing J ews in favor of the
Polish Club and their J ewish allies, to be sure, but not becau se they
opposed J ewish nat ional right s, rather because they supported them .
Indeed, the paper once stated as obvious the need for J ews to win
equal national rights alongside their neighbors ." Thus even here,
Zionist assumptions about the need for J ewish nation al represent a­
tion were being confirmed; merely the tactics were in question .

In fact , the so-called "assimilationists" themselves, as we have seen
many times before, also sha red a vision of J ewish collective lead er­
ship, albeit in a form very differ ent from that which the Zionists
had in mind. On J anuary 6, 190 7, lead ing mem bers of the J ewish
intelligentsia met in Crac ow in order to establish their own Galician­
J ewish political organization. T he conference was led by Samuel
Ritter von Horowitz, president of the Lemberg Chamber of Commerce,
long- time advocate of J ewish-Polish integrat ion, and staunch ally of
the Polish Club .

In his keynote speech, Na tha n Loewenstein, candida te of the Polish
Club in Drohobycz, decla red to the assembly that as the lead ers of
Galician J ewry it was their obligation to establish a strong organi­
zation cha rged with defending the interests of the J ews. A resolu­
tion calling for the establishment of an organi zation to defend the

19 Machsike Hadas, April 26, 1907.
' 0 Kat Machsike Hadas, Mav 3, 1907.
II Kat Machsike Hadas, February II , 1907.
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political and economic interests of Galician J ewry was soon passed
with the provision, however , that the general and national-Polish
interests were also served . (In case the point was missed, a series of
speakers proceed ed to denounce the Zionists' anti-Polish politics .)
The assembly elected an executive committee (headed by Horowitz)
with local representatives throughout the province and charged it
with preparing a program that would articulate the demands of the
Jews in political and economic regards and, "begin the necessary
steps by which these demands will find consideration.?"

The Jewish Electoral Organization, which set up branches in sev­
eral towns, constituted the core of an independent Polish-jewish orga­
nization that clearly belied Zion ist claims that these lead ers were
simply Polish stooges. To be sure, its proponents always repeated at
their meetings that they supported Polish solidarity, and Loewenstein,
the group's leading figure, was also a member of the Polish Electoral
Committee. Still, in at least one case a branch of the organization
opposed the candida te of the Polish committee, and the group's
paper , Jednosc, demanded more than the six Jewish mandates granted
by the Polish Club. The Polish National Democrats in particular
attacked the J ewish organization for its alleged "separatism," to which
J ednosc replied that such separatism was justified because of specific
J ewish collective interests."

Poles, Ruthenians, and J ews

The key to Zionist success in most Gali cian districts, in which the
J ews constituted only a strong minor ity and not a majority, would
clearly be the support of the Ruthenians. In seven East Galician
rural districts, J ewish nationalists competed with Poles for the second
mandate, awarded to the candidate with at least 25% of the votes.
In the likely event that neither minority candida te could muster a
quarter of the votes, the winn er would be decided in a run-off elec­
tion , thus effectively decided by whichever candidate the Ru thenian
majority supported .

;2 See police report of meeting in GSA/A 1'1l , Innenmini stereum , Prasidiale, 22/
Galizien 1907, Karton 2111.

;) My thanks to Harald Binder for this information , which is due to appea r in
his forth comin g book, Galirien in Wien. Parteien, Wahlen Fraktionen und Abgeordnete
/897-/9/4.
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Whether or not J ews could expect this support was not entirely
clear. On the one hand, Ru thenian nationalists had long supported
J ewish national right s in Galicia as a means of weakening the Polish
position, which was artificially strengthened by the census's registering
of Galician J ews as "Polish.i"! In fact, the first speaker in Parliam ent
to demand recognition of the J ews as an official Volksstamm was not
aJew but a Ruthenian, Iulian Romanczuk, a lead er of the Ruthenian
faction. " Moreover, during the critical months before the election,
Ru thenian and Zionist leaders often attended each others' ra llies an d
published in each other 's pap ers.

T he content of these articles an d speec hes, however , often indi­
cate the limits, ra ther than the heights, of Ru thenian-jewish coop­
era tion. J ewish nationalists writing in Ruthenian pap ers emphasized
their common struggle against the Polish conservatives. David Malz,
for example, a candida te in the Zydaczow-B6brka urb an district and
a leading memb er of the J ewish Na tiona l Party, wro te an editorial
in the national-democratic Ruthenian daily Dilo that emphasize d
principally how the Zion ists had aba ndoned the J ews' tradi tional
alliance with the Poles an d sought, togeth er with the Ruthenians, to
end the Polish conserva tives' oligarchic rule."

Ruthenian contributions to the J ewish press were far more skep­
tical and reserved. Just a month before the election, for example,
the Neue National Zeitung published a general appeal to Zionists from
Roman czuk for an alliance between the two nation al camps, with­
out any spec ific details about th e co ming election . Roman czuk
explained at length how the Poles demanded total J ewish assimila-

II If in 1869 J ews were still generally recorded as German , with the Poloniza tion
of the state bureaucracy, Ga licia 's "German" pop ulation steadily declined in favor
of the Polish: 60.4% of Ga lician J ews were "Polish" by 1880, 74.6% in 1890, 76.5%
in 1900, and by 1910 over 92% were registere d as Poles. Max Rosenfeld, Die
Polnische J uderifrage (Vienna, 1918), p . 147.

I" For a tra nscript or Roman czuk 's spee ch, held on December I, 1905, see
Stenographische Protokolle des Abgeordnetenhaus Session 17, p. 3509. Romanczuk's speech
seems to have been a carefully planned man euver between himself and the J ewish
na tionalists, for the very next spea ker scheduled on the agenda was the indepen­
dent Repr esentat ive from Cze rnowitz, Renno Straucher (1852- 1940), a well-known
Zion ist leader. The Zionists obviously assumed that the motion would carry more
weigh t if first ra ised by a Christian and then seconded by their own man. As
Straucher was absent when his nam e was ca lled , it was not unt il the next pa rlia­
men tary mee ting on December 4 that he could em phatically reiterate the call to
designate J ews as a Volksstamm.

Iii Rep rinted in Selbstioehr, Ma y 10, 1907.
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tion, while the Ruthenians called only for J ewish neutrality. There
was a high degree of anti-Jewish feeling among the Ruthenian peo­
ple, Romanczuk admitted, but this was only because the Ruthenians
were astounded to see Jews continuing to support Polish candidates.
"T he nationalist, Zionist , as well as social democratic J ews take an
entirely different position," he acknowledged, "but they constitute
only a small minority [of Galician Jews] ." 47

Romanczuk's conciliatory tone was unusual; most Ruthenians ex­
pressed frustration bordering on exasperation at the lack of support
from Jewish nationalist circles. A follow-up piece to Romanczuk's
article, for example, sent by an unnamed Ruthenian nationalist,
sharply attacked Jewish na tionalists for failing to instruct the J ewish
masses to support the Ruthenian national candidates in the rural
districts where they had committed themselves to do so. The author
pointed out that J ewish nationalists hardly formed the entire opposition
to the conservative Polish Club (the Social Demo crats nominated
their own candidates in most Galician districts) and that the Jews
could not expect to receive one-sided support from the Ruthenians."

To be fair, the strains on the relationship were not so one-sided.
Although Straucher repeatedly appealed for the formation of Jewish
national mandates in Parliament, Romanczuk did not ever again
raise the issue. He might have been constrained by his own camp.
The Ruthenian nationalist leadership may have supported the J ewish
national cause, but anti-Semitism remained extremely widespread
among the Ruthenian people and Romanczuk might have undercut
his own support by pressing the Jewish issue too strongly. Still, this was
hardly the full support one might expec t from an electoral partner.

Moreover , during the campaign itself, J ewish nationalist leaders
did make clear calls to support the Ruthenian candidates in the rural
electoral districts of East Galicia. Landau's election bookl et cited
above , for example, called on Jews "to do right " by the Ruthenians
and support their candidates in East Galicia. To those Jews still fear­
ful of opposing the Poles, Landau insisted that such support should
not at all be construed as anti-Polish because these were designated
as Ruthenian seats with the agreem ent of the Polish Club."

I ) Neue National Zeitung, Apr il 12, 1907.
{8 Neue National Zeitung, No. 20, 1907.
{9 Landau , op. cit. , p. 32.
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U ltimately, Zioni sts did man age to forge an electoral ag ree me nt
with th e Ruthenian nati on al leadership. It had essentially two points.

I. In districts where populations were ethnically mixed, the Ruthc­
nians were to vote for the J ewish nationalist candidate in final
runoffs (the elections were two-tiered) between a Polish and a Zionist
candidate.

2. In predominantly Ruthenian districts the J ewish nationalist candi­
dates were entered to attract Jewish votes away from the Polish
opposition so that in the second voting the same voters could sup­
port the Ruthenian candidate who, with their help, had entered the
second round .?"

It was not at all clear how well either side wou ld honor the pact.
Nevertheless , th e agreem ent itself certainly highl igh ts the great strides
that the Zio nists had ta ken in just one year.

The Results

By the time of the elections, the J ewish Nationa l Party had nomi­
nated candidates in twenty Galician distri cts, fourteen urban and six
rural , as well as two ca ndidates in Bukowina, and one in Vicnna.!'
Ultimately, th eir victory would not be so gra nd. When the dust set­
tled , four candidat es of the J ewish Nationa l Party had won seats in
Parliament: Benno Strau cher, Adolf St and, Arthur M ahler, a nd
H einrich Gabel. Stra ucher won a solid reelection in Czernowitz,
whil e Stand man aged in Brod y to edge out the Polish "assimila­
tioni st" Wollerner by 300 votes (2,585 to 2,228) when the third-place
soc ial democrats suppo rted him in the run -off." Mahle r and Gab el
both won minority mandat es in ru ral east Galician districts with the

0',11 Leila Everett, "T he Rise of J ewish National Politics in Galicia , 1905- 1907" in
(Andrei S. Markovits/ Frank E. Sysyn) Nationbuilding and the Politics ofNationalism:
Essays on Austrian Galicia (Cambridge, ~[A , 1932), p, 173.

5 [ Two othe r indepe ndent J ewish national candida tes ran in Galicia without the
official suppor t of the party, neither of whom won . Sigmund \ Veissglass collccted
over 1,000 votes in rur al district Peczcnizyn, and J oseph Bloch ran as an inde ­
pend en t "national-jewish and dem ocratic" ca ndida te in the urb an district based in
Zolkiew. For a list of Zionist results by district, see Summansche Ergebnisse der Statistik
der Reichsraticahlen t on 190 7 (Brunn, 1907), pp . 4+-49, No te tha t some ca ndida tes
(including Brau de and Stand) ran in multiple districts.

; 1 Jlidisrhe Zei/un,t:, June 5, 1907, p. 2 an d Summarische Ergebnisse, op. cit., pp. 44-45.
The J SDP endo rsed Stan d on ~[ay 3 1, writing tha t while the party viewed bot h
candidates as reactionary, it preferred Stand beca use as a member of a party with
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help of the Ruthenians in run-off elections as part of an agreement
mandating support for the socialist candidate in the Tarnow run­
off.53 As promised, on June 18 the four constituted themselves as the
first Jewish Club in Austrian parliamentary history .54

It is difficult to overestimate the enormous charge that the elections
gave to the Jewish nationalist movement. The J ewish National Party
officially garnered over 30,000 votes on the first ballot at a time
when the Zionist organization did not yet have 5,000 members in
Oalicia." While Stand narrowly won his seat in Brody, other Jewish
nationalists lost theirs by equally narrow margins of hundreds, and
even tens of votes.

.Moreover, they clearly would have won several more seats but for
the outrageous corruption of the Galician elections . In Kolomea, for
example, where the Zionist Yehoshua Thon lost to the "assimilationist"
Heinrich Kolischer 814 to 1,970 votes, thousands of Jews were sim­
ply unable to vote. Voter registration in this overwhelmingly Orthodox
city had been held on a Saturday, and Orthodox Jews who refused
to violate the Sabbath by signing their names were simply not reg­
istered. "Moreover, many election cards cam e with Kolischer 's name
already filled in, and ballots on which his name was crossed out and
another written over it were disqualified. For this reason, 174 votes
for Thon were invalidated. Besides all of this, "hooligans" were
allegedly placed near all voting stations to rip the election cards out
of the hands of known opponents to Kolischer, apparently under the
eyes of the garrison forces stationed to prevent such abuse .t"

The corruption involved in the defeat of Mordechai (Markus)
Braude and Nathan Birnbaum was equally egregious . Braude, whose
best chances of victory lay in the Jewish mandate of Stanislau, lost
in the run-off by just 18 votes. Apparently, 156 votes for the Zionist

just 4-5 seats he would have less power to cause damage than \Vollerner, the can­
didate of the Polish Club. Der Sozial-Demokrat, May 31, 1907, p. I.

5\ Mahler init ially received ju st 2,564 of the distri ct 's 30,000 votes, but beat the
Polish national candidate in the run-off with 12,990 votes to his 8,612. (T he Polish
candidate had initially received 5,730 votes .) Gabel initially received ju st 2,146 of
the districts nearly 35,000 votes, but beat the Polish nat ional candidate with 14,537
votes to his 9,212. (T he Polish candidate had initially received 7,196.) Summansche
Ergebnisse, op. cit., pp. 48-49.

;, Seven oth er Jewish repr esent atives were elected in Galicia : one independent
(Gross), two social democrats and four J ews committed to joining the Polish Club.

"c, Summarische Ergebnisse, op. cit., pp. 44-49. They probably received many more
votes. See below.

',Ii Neue National-<.eitung, No. 25, 1907, p. 5.
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were disqualified because voters spelled his nam e "Marcus" with a
"c", rat her than with a "k" as he spelled it.57 Birnbaum faced sim­
ilar abuses. In Buczacz-Zaleszezyki, the Polish national candidate
(Moysa) initially received just over 3,000 votes, while Birnbau m and
the Ruthenian received just over 4,000 (combined). Although Birnbaum ,
a long-tim e advoca te of Ru theni an-J ewish coope ration, certainly
received the full support of the local Ru thenians in the run-off elec­
tion , he only got 2,434 votes (less than he had received in the first
round), while Moysa raked in 3,797.58 As elsewhere, Zionist sup­
porters were denied suffrage on false grounds, false votes were reg­
istered for Mo ysa, and (in the run- off ) garrison and municipal forces
were used simply to keep J ews and Ruthenians out of the voting
booths."

T o be sure, Zionists also seemed to have engaged in "terror tactics."
Although Zioni st papers certainly concealed or denied such activi­
ties as much as possible, the police files from that period do include
a series of complaints of Zionist intimidation again st J ewish sup­
port ers of the Polish candida te. "Following the failing candidature
of Dr. Braude, Zionists rioting violently, attack peaceful citizens,
threaten their lives," submitted a group of J ews in Stanislau. "' Ve
requ est immediate help and protection." The Polish electoral com­
mittee in Stanislau complained similarly: "Zionist excesses disturb
citizens who hold differing opinions. Attacks on the stree t, forcible
threats against supporte rs of the representative Stwiertnia calls for
imm ediate intervention by the authorities. \Ve request full protec­
tion , otherwise risk danger on life, property and honor." Appa rently
the violence did not even stop with the election , but continued for
some time afterwards. "In revenge for us voting for Maysa (sic) ,"
submitted three J ews in Tlumacz, "we were attacked by Zionists,
pelted with stones and injured. We requ est assistance.V' " Such testi­
monies certainly offer a more balanced picture of Election Day events,
although the evidence clearly suggests that the abuses of the con­
servative Polish candida tes were far more extensive.

Finally, Zionist success may be measured even beyond the votes

37 Neue Nalional-Zeilung, No. 25, 1907, p. 6.
,',K Neue National-Zeitung, No. 27, 1907, p, 5.
:,,1 Neue Zeilung, J une 28, 1907, pp. 5-8.
'" See police reports in OSA/ A l'il , Innenministereum, Prasidiale, 22/ Ga1izien

1907. Karton 2111.
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they themselves received. Zionists demonstrated political power even
in districts in which their own candidate did not win . In Lemberg,
for example, the Zionist candidate (Braude) earned just 853 votes,
while his uncle and candidate for the Polish Club, Samuel Horowitz,
managed 1,675. This roughly tied with Hermann Diamand, the
Social Democrat and one-time Zionist , who received 1,667 votes."
Zionists would decide the election in the run-off Despite Diamand's
strong record of opposition to Jewish nationalism, Horowitz's repu­
tation for corruption and "shameless" exploitation of his position on
the kahal apparently decided his fate. "T he Jewish nationalists in
Lemberg," related a local correspondent, "mobilized much greater
forces for the election of Diamand [in the run-off], or rather, for
the defeat of Horowitz, than they had for the election of Braude [in
the first place]." After Braude's first-round Lemberg defeat, the Jewish
Nationalists forged an agreement with the PPSD for both parties to
support Diamand in Lemberg, but Braude and Stand in Stanislau
and Tarnopol, respectively. In the event, Zionists respected the agree­
ment and Diamand won with their support."

Importantly, although the Ruthenians did rally behind Mahler ,
Gabel and probably Birnbaum as they pledged in their agreement,
elsewhere they did no t. The veteran Zionist Abraham Salz was
soundly defeated in the run-off election when the Ruthenians uni­
versally backed the Polish socialist candidate against him. Salz received
2,481 votes to Moraczewski's 3,500 in a district which contained
roughly 2,800 Jewish voters versus 3,600 Christian." On the oth er
hand, in Tarnopol, where Stand (with 1,056 votes) came in third
place during the first round, supporters of the Jewish nationalist can­
didate failed to rally behind the Ruthenian candidate (Gromnicki)
in the run-off, despite a directive to do so by the J ewish National
Party. In fact, they not only did not rally behind the Ruthenian, but
a majority of them actually voted for the J ewish candidate of the
Polish Club, Rudolf Gall , who had trailed behind his Ruthenian
opponent in the first round 1,377 votes to Gromnicki's 1,545.64

ii i Neue National-Zeitung, No. 24, 1907, p. 7.
m Neue National-Zeitung, No. 25, 1907, p. 5. The correspondent proudly boasts

that the Lemberg Zionists, including the Orthodox Mierachi(who would have opposed
socialist anti-clericalism), "like a disciplined army" all voted for Diamand in the
run-off. The Zionists lost both of the othe r races.

li3 Neue National-Zeitung, No. 26, 1907, p. 7.
Ii~ ]iidische Zeitung, June 5, 1907, p. 2.
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It would be a mistake to call the agree me nt a failure, however.
On the one hand, Leila Everett is cor rec t in pointing out the cau­
tiousness of the Zionist leadership in endo rsing their Ruthenian allies.G.;

Nevertheless, in light of Zioni st fears of Polish reprisals, the Zioni sts'
need to reach out to Poloni zed J ews, and espec ially their need to
counter charges by Machrike Hadas that they threatened the J ewish
community by opposing the Poles, Zionist declar at ions of political
neutrality ought to be read as a pro-Ruthcnian position and not as
a rebuff of the Ruthenians. Ultimately, even Everett admits, most
J ews did heed Zionist dir ectives to vote for the Ruthenian s, wh ile
most R uthenians suppo rted Zioni st bid s where they were obliged to
do so. Moreover , the evidence does not suggest a sense of mutual
recriminations in the aftermath of the elections, but rat her that both
sides recogn ized the efficacy of their allian ce. T hey continued to sup­
port eac h other 's resolutions in parliamen t, for exa mple, part icularly
vis-a-vis electoral corruption, and they continued to work togeth er
a t popular rallies.

Despite the historic achieveme nt of a J ewish nationalist part y in
a Euro pean parli am ent, the election 's broader significance was its
role in the sudden politicization of the J ewish masses. As Braude
wrote man y yea rs later , the principle purpose of the J ewish nation­
alists' decision to engage in parliam entary politics never was to win
seats." If this had been their goa l, they would not have wasted their
scarce resources running candidates in over a dozen districts in which
they had no cha nce of success and knew it. Rather, their purpose
was to engage Galician J ews in the politi cal process as mu ch as pos­
sible, to educate them about the program of the J ewish nation alists
and to foster am ong them a sense of nation al community. And, to
a grea t extent, they did achieve thi s goal. The cumulative effect of
three months of nearly daily rallies meant that tens of thousan ds,
perhaps hundreds of thousands of J ews who had never attended such
rallies before, now did so. 85% of Galician J ewish men voted on
Election Day, and of those that voted for J ews, close to half of them
went for the J ewish nationalists. As Leila Everett put it, "In Galicia,
the J ewish mass vote becam e a po litical rcality.?"

h.·) Everett, op. cit., pp. 173- 77.
,,; Braude, op. cit., p. 203.
h; Everett , op. cit., p. 175.



J EWISH NATIONALISM AN D LIBERTARIAN SOCIALISM
IN T H E WRITINGS O F BER NARD LAZARE

Michael Lowy
Sorbonne

Bern ard Lazare is a parad oxical figure: J ewish nationalist and liber­
tarian internationalist, pro-Zionist and anti-T heodor Herzl, an anar­
chist opponent of the bourgeois Republic and a defender of captain
Dreyfus, a ferocious critic of the Catholic Church whose greates t
admirer was the Catholic socialist Ch arles Peguy. He is what is called
in French "inclassable," an outsider who does not fit into any of the
established forms of politics or culture. By virtue of his romantic,
subversive, iconoclastic and libertarian spirit, he is a unique and iso­
lated figure in French J ewry. This is perh aps the reason why he was
forgotten, an d his life and writings remain ed ignored in France until
recently, that is, up to the last ten or fifteen years.'

Bern ard Lazare was born in the south of France (Nimes), in 1865
into an assimilated J ewish family which had been settled in the
country for several genera tions. Mo ving to Paris, he becam e known
as a Symb olist writer and literary critic and publ ished Entretiens poli­
tiques et luteraire (189 1~93) , an avant- garde magazine which served as
a cultural cross-roads between Symbolist poets and libertarian authors
such as Vielle-G riffin, Paul Adam , Henri de Regnier , J ean Grave,
and Elisee Reclus. In both roles, as a Symb olist and anarchist, he
evinced a passionate, rom antic rejection of the modern industrial!
bourgeois civilization, and idealized cer tain moral, cultural or social
values of the past. Lazare often emphasized these secret affinities
between Symb olism- even when conserva tive-and anarchism, as in
this surprising eulogy of Sar Pcladan , the mystical Symbolist, found er
of the new Ro sicrucian O rder. In spite of the intransigence of his
Catholicism, Pelad an "sha res the same hatred of the bourgeoisie as

1 For example- from my persona l expe rience: when I asked for consultation in
1985, at the Biblioth equ e de la Sorbonne, Bern ard Laza re 's pa mphlet on the
Roman ian J ews from 1902, the pages in the copy I received had never been cut.
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the Communists," and "the same horror of militarism, justice, patriot­
ism and democratic power as the Anarchists": in his book "there
can easily be found a hundred pages or so which are far more vio­
lent" than any revolutionary leaflet, "and which very actively con­
tribute to destructive propaganda."!

Among the Symbolist writers Lazare was one of the most active
in the an archist movement. Not only did he defend anarchist doc­
trines in his literary magazine, but he also was a regular con tribu­
tor to the libertarian press, notably La Rioolte, the "anarchist-communist"
weekly published by Jean Grave (and banned by the police in 1894).
In July 1894, following the assassination of President Carnot by the
young anarchist Caserio, the French Parliament passed a law against
all forms of "anarchist propaganda." Lazare had to take refuge in
Belgium for several weeks to escape imminent arrest.

How might his variety of "libertarian communism" be character­
ized? As his biographer Nelly Wilson observed with great insight,
the anarchism of Bernard Lazare and his friends-Elysee Reclus,
Jean Grave, Georges Sorel-was prophetic but not "progressist" in
the Republican or Socialist sense: they respected the past , such as
medieval artisan guilds and rural communities, but disdained every­
thing modern." Lazare 's revolutionary ideas were rooted in Romantic­
ism, that is, the cultural protest against modern bourgeois/industrial
civilization, in the name of pre-capitalist communitarian values. He
was radi cally anti-authoritarian, an enemy of the state in all its past,
present and future forms, and a libertarian romantic whom Charles
Pcguy could hail with near-religious reverence:

There was a man, I have said with great exactness a prophet, for
whom the whole apparatus of powers, reasons of state, temporary pow­
ers, politic al powers, authorities of every level, pol itical, intellectual,
even mental, did not weigh an ounce compa red to a revolt , compared
to a prompting of con science. I

While he always remained a libertarian socialist, Lazare's attitude
towards Judaism cha nged radically during his life. Proud of his iden-

2 Bernard Lazare , review of.J. Peladan , "T iphonia," in Entretiens politiques et lit­
trraires, vol. VI, n? 34, J anu ary 1893, p. 43.

I Nelly Wilson, Bernard Lazare and the problem if .lewish Identity in Late Nineteenth­
century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), p. 64.

I Charl es PC6JUY, "A Portrait of Bernard Lazare," in Bernard Lazare, J ob's Dungheap.
Essay s in .lewish Nationalism and Social Revolution, eel. Hannah Arendt (New York:
Schocken Books, 1948), p. 29.
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tity as an assim ila ted "French israelite, " he in itially spurned any sol­
idarity with th e Ashken az i J ewish imm igrants from East ern Europe
who arrived in Fra nce to escape pogroms and persecutions. His arti­
cles from 1890 are an as tonishing example of th is- almost anti­
semitic-att itude :

What do Russian usurers .. . Polish horse traders, Prague middlemen
matter to me, an Israelite of France . . . By virtue of which supposed
fraternity shall I concern myself over measures taken by the Tsa r
against subjects who seem to him to be doing harmful things? . . . If
they are suffering, I feel for them the pity naturally owed to everyone
who suffers, irrespective of whom they are . . . Thanks to those hordes
who are confused with us, people forget that we have been living in
France for nearly two thou sand years."

This is p recisely the sort of argument th at he would, a few years
later, denounce as typi cal of th e J ewi sh "parve nu."

As th e antisemitic campaign inten sified in France, notably th anks
to Eduard D rumont's books, Lazare began to become aware of th e
danger. From 1891 to 1893 he wrote Antisemitism, its History and Causes
(1894), a strange and to some extent cont radic tory book. While th e
first part, of a historical nature, still holds th e J ews "in part a t least"
responsible for th eir ills because of their "unsociable" character, th e
latter sec tion, deal ing with co nte mporary issues, is much more hos­
tile to th e antisemitic dogmas.

The new dimension, which perhaps exp lains th e change, is his
discovery of th e ubiquitous presence of the J ewish revolutionary in
modern soc ieties: " O pposed to th e J ewi sh money baron .. . stands
th e J ewish revolutionist, the child of biblical and propheti c tra di­
tion . .." The chap ter, "T he R evolutionary Spirit in Judaism ," (writ­
ten in 1893) emphasizes th e importance of libertarian and ega litarian
values in Bibl ical texts . As a co nse que nce of th is tr adition

the J ews . . . not only believed that ju stice, liberty and equality could
be sovereigns of the world , but they thou ght themselves especially
entrusted with the mission of working for this reign. All the desires,
all the hopes these three ideals gave birth to ended up crystallizing
around one centra l idea: that of the Messianic times, of the coming
of Messiah.

" Bernard Lazare, "La solidarite juive," (1390) in J uffs etAntisemites, Edition ctab lic
par Philippe O riol (Paris: Editions Allia, 1992), pp. 17-1 8.
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No wonder th e J ews were involved in every mod ern revolution ary
movement, from J acob Pereira, a follower of H ebert , guillotined dur­
ing the Year II , to Leo Frankel, the communa rd of 1871, by way
of Heinrich H eine, Moses Hess, Ferdinand Lassalle and Karl M arx,
this "desc endant of a long line of rabbis and teachers . . . inspired
by th at ancient H ebraic mat erialism. '?"

This book illustr ates the path that led Bernard Lazare to regain
his J ewish roo ts: by discovering the prophetic sources of th e mod­
ern revolutiona ry spirit and the J ewish figures of socialism, he suc­
ceeded in reconciling his J ewish identity and the libert ari an utopia
in his mind. But the essay from 1894 wa s only the first step in his
lon g journey to seek his lost identity: to som e exte nt it was still
immersed in the illusory world of the "French israelit e." This is obvi ­
ous in the book's astonishin g conclusion: the distinction between jews
and C hristians is gra dually disappearing, and antisemi tism is only a
vestige of the past, "one of the last, through most long-lived mani ­
festation s of that old spirit of reaction and narrow conservatism which
is vainly attempting to arrest the onward movement of the Revolution .'"

This unfounded optimism was soon to shatte r wh en-barely a
yea r after th eses lines were published-the arrest of Capta in D reyfus
triggered th e greatest wave of ant isemitism in the history of Fran ce
since the Middle Ages. As is well known, Lazare played a major
ro le in "T he Affair ," pion eering th e campaign to defend th e Captain
an d , in 1896, publishing th e first piece again st the official version of
the facts: A Legal Error. The Truth about the Dreyfus Aifair. He also was
the first- and for a quite long tim e, th e only one- to denounce th e
ant isemitic nature of the measures taken against the Captain: Dreyfus
had been arres ted becau se he was a j ew; he had been sentenced
becau se he was a j ew; the voices of justice and truth could not be
heard in his favour, becau se he was a jew ("Deuxieme Mernoire,"
1897). Showered with insults and accu sations, barred from the news­
papers to whi ch he had been a regular contributor , Lazare suddenly
found himself in a sta te of total isolation: he becam e a sort of pariah.

Bernard Lazare's boldness in th e Dreyfus batt le was not un con­
nected to his anarchist ideas: th e libertarian hostility towards th e

' i Bernard Lazare, Antisemitism. Its History and Causes (New York: T he International
Library, (903), pp. 285-294, 310 - 317.

; Lazare, Antisemitism, pp. 370- 75.
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State, the cour ts and military hierarchy was probably a powerful
mo tivation for his involvement, even if his pamphlets argued solely
on the ground of the defence of human rights . It was not by cha nce
either that Sebastien Faure 's Le Libertaire was amo ng the first news­
papers to support the Dreyfusard cause, and that in February 1898,
Charles Peguy could write: "Antisemitic rage has becom e the mas­
ter of our streets . .. only the an archists have done their duty . ..
they were the only ones who dared to pit violence for j ustice against
the violence for injustice of the antisemitic gang.:"

If the Dreyfus Affair confirmed Lazare in his anarchist convic­
tion s, the mass antisemitic hyster ia agai nst the 'Jewish traitor " led
to a turning-point in his ideas on the J ewish condition: his ambiva­
lent at titude to antisemitism was gone once an d for all, as well as
his optimistic illusions about the "French Israelites"! From that moment
he regarded Dreyfus as the symbol of the J ewish people, victimized
by antisemitic hatred throughout the world, and in particular of the
East European J ews whom he had previously treated with so mu ch
contempt: "Dreyfus emb odied not only the age-old suffering of the
na tion of martyrs, but also the present grief. Through him, I saw
the J ews thrown in Rus sian hard-labour prisons .. . the Romani an
J ews whose human rights had been denied , the Galician J ewish pro­
letarians starved by finan cial trusts."?

Moreover , becau se of th e Affair Lazare discovered, like other
Jewish intellectuals of the time-such as Theodor Herzl himself­
Judaism as a nationality, and becam e a Zionist-without, however ,
renouncing his libert ari an and revolutionary beliefs. Romanticism,
as a cultural rebellion aga inst capitalist modernity, fuelled nostalgia
for past communita rian forms and provided the commo n ground for
his an archist utopia and for his heterodox J ewish nationalism. He
was closer to the cultural Zionism of Ahad Ha-am than to Herzl's
Realpolitik of compromise with the great powers. And like Martin
Huber a few years later-but the J ewish-G erman writer apparently
igno red Lazare,o-he blended an anti-authoritarian socialism with

8 Peguy, "L 'Eprcuve," Cahiers de fa OJtinzaine, n? 7, February 1898.
~) Article in L'Aurore, June 7, 1899, quoted in N. Wilson , op. cit. ch . 8.

10 However, Hans Kohn, a young follower and later biographer of Martin Buber,
wrote in his teacher's jo urnal , Der Jude, a moving homage to Bern ard Lazare as a
man in whom "the old spirit of the proph ets has awakened once mor e," an "anar­
chist similar to Gustav Landauer" and a messenger of "the anarchism of the Kingdom
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his nati onal aspira tions. In one of his first Zioni st text s, "T he J ewish
proletariat confronted with antisemitism" (February 1897) he declared:
"We must live once again as a people, whi ch mean s as a free col­
lectivity, but on th e condition that the collectivity not be modelled
after the ca pitalistic and th e oppressor sta tes in which we live." II

R ather th an the issue of territory, it was th e spiritual rebirth of
the J ewish nati on , a return to historica l roots, that a roused his int er­
est: "W e are still the old stiff-nec ked peopl e, an intractable and rebel­
liou s nation; we want to be ourselves, what ou r ancesto rs, our history,
our traditions, ou r culture and our memories have mad e of US. " 12

In a lecture in M arch 1897 to th e Associati on of Ru ssian J ewish
Students (in Paris), Laza re explicitly distinguished nati on ality from
territory: "T he J ew wh o says today, I am a nationalist, will not say
in any spe cial, specific or clear way that he is a man wh o wants to
recon struct a J ewish Stat e in Palestine and dreams of conquering
J eru salem. H e will say : I want to be a completely free man, I want
to enj oy the sun, I want to have the right to human digni ty ... At
certain times in history, nati on alism , for gro ups of human bein gs, is
the manifestation of th e spirit of freedom." !"

H owever, Laz are is not read y to give up his int ernati on alist faith,
which he tries to reconcile with th e nati on al J ewish op tion throu gh
an origina l reflection on the dialectics between uni versalism and par­
ticularism- which has no equivalent in Fren ch socialism;':'

Am I in contradiction with the interna tionalist ideas? Not at all . ..
When the socialists fight against nationalism, they fight in reality against
national protectionism and exclusivism; they fight against this chauvinistic,
narrow and absurd patriotism, which leads the nations to oppose each
other as rivals or ennemies . .. \Vhat is behind internationalism? It
obviously acknowledges the existence of nations. \ Vhat does it mean
to be an internationalist? It means to establish, between the nations,
links not of diplomatic friendship but of hum an fraternit y . . . To

of God"; see Hans Kohn , "Berna rd Lazare und die Dreyfus-Affaire," DerJude (1 924),
p. 29 1).

11 Lazar e, J uifs et antisemites, p. 140. On the debate amo ng French ana rchists on
Lazare's views, see Sylvain Boulouqu e, " 1899: un deba: sur le sionisme dans le
mouvem ent anarchiste," in Philippe O rial, ed ., Bemard Lazare, anarchiste et nationaliste
juif (Paris: Hon ore Champion, 1999), pp. 173-1 80.

11 Lazare, "Nccessite d 'etre soi-merne," Zion, 1897, p . 3.
1\ Lazare, " Le nationalisme j uif," Juifs et antisimites, pp . 155- 156.
I ; T he nearest equivalent would be Charles Peguy, if his tho ught had not been

tainted, after 1910, by rabid anti-Germanism.
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suppress the borders does not mean to make a unique blend of all
the inhabitants of the globe . Is not one of the usual conceptions of
international socialism, and even of revolutionary anarchism, the fed­
erative conception? . . . In order for internationalism to establish itself,
it is necessary for humans groups to have already conquered their
autonomy; they must be able to express themselves freely, they must
be conscious of what they are.

The universal, humanist dream of international socialism does not
require homogeneity, the imposition of a single cannon: "Human
richness is made of its diversity . Each human group is necessary and
useful to humanity: by contributing to bring beauty to the world, it
is a source of forms, thoughts, images ."!"

During these years, 1897 to 1898, Lazare corresponded with Theodor
Herzl and took an active part in the initiatives of the Zionist move­
ment, sharing its aspiration of a return to Palestine. At the Second
Zionist Congress held in Basle in August 1898-the first and last he
would attend-he was acclaimed as a hero of the Jewish people and
elected to the Presiding Council and the Action Committee. But the
euphoria did not last long, and he soon clashed with Herzl and the
leading bodies of the movement. The break took place when Herzl,
who was negotiating with the Sultan of Turkey-Palestine still was
part of the Ottoman Empire-refused to take a stand on the mas­
sacre of the Armenians. In his letter of resignation from the Zionist
Action Committee in February 1899, Lazare wrote to the founder
of the movement:

I have held, for a long time, opinions, ideas, thoughts, and tendencies
which are radically opposed to those which guide you, my dear friend,
and which guide the Actions Committee. Your thoughts are bourgeois,
your feelings are bourgeois, your ideas are bourgeois, and your social
views are bourgeois. And yet you want to lead a nation, our nation,
the nation of the poor, the oppressed, the proletarians."

One month later, he wrote again to Herzl, announcing solemnly his
decision to leave the leadership of the Zionist movement:

I ask you to accept my resignation from membership in the Zionist
Actions Committee, and to inform your colleagues of my decision .. .

15 Lazare, "Le nationalismc juif," pp . 156-159.
,I> Quoted in Jean-Denis Bredin , Bernard Lazare. De l'anarchiste au prophete (Paris:

Editions de Fallois, 1992), p. 316.
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Tomorrow, without doubt, the Actions Committee will possess the most
fearful instrument of oppression and demoralisation: the colonial Bank.
Your governm ent will from then on be represented by a money-coffer.
I'm not of this government. This is not what the Prophets and the
humble people who wrote the Psalms once dreamt. But if I separate
myself from you, I do not separate myself from the Jewish people , of
my people of proletarians and paupers, and it is for its liberation that
I will continue to work, even if by ways which are not yours."

Although the nascent Zionist movement had known many crises,
Lazare's resignation and the sort of radical arguments he presented
had no precedent: once more, he appears as a singular and unique

figure .
Despite his resignation, he remained linked to the movement, but

from an increasingly critical perspective, inspired by his socialist faith
and by a libertarian rejection of authoritarian politics.l" When Chaim
W eizrnann, himself a more moderate opponent to Herzl, invited him
to speak at a counter-congress of young Zionists, Lazare declined
the invitation but sent him a letter (M ay 190 I) explaining his unortho­
dox views : "I understood that Herzl's Zionism would not give Jews
their basic freedoms. Leading a herd of slaves into Palestine is not
a solution to the problem." The important thing, in his view, was
to organize the people in the Jewish centers in Galicia and Russia,
and to develop J ewish culture-but not in the sense of a "narrow
nationalistic sentiment":

Cosmopolitan Israel has always suffered from exclusivism, protection­
ism and nationalism. It should avoid them and help, if possible, the
world to get rid of this plague . Jewish culture does not mean a cul­
ture which develops or exacerbates chauvinist feelings-on the con­
trary , it means a culture that is able to develop the Jewish tendencies
that are human tendencies in the highest sense of the word ."

Such a task could only be achieved by "organizing the Jewish pro­
letariat as an autonomous proletariat .. . and breaking with the polit­
ical-diplomatic and bourgeois Zionism that is currently on stage."!"
One cannot but acknowledge the striking similarity between Lazare 's

17 Ibid.
IS In 1900 he still considered himself sufficiently involved in the Zioni st move­

ment to write a proposal lor reforming the Zionist Congress, in view of its meet­
ing in London. See "Projet de reform e du Congres sioniste" (Londres, 1900), in
]uifs et antisemites, pp . 220-222.

19 Quoted in Bredin, pp . 317-313.
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ideas in this document and those of th e J ewish Bund which had just
organised itself (1897) in th e Tzarist Russian Empire- even if th e
French thinker never mentions thi s J ewish socialist organization­
which he apparen tly ignored .

Lazare was not aware of th e existence of a national Palestinian­
Arab entity, but he rejected a colonial policy that sacrificd other
peoples to th e interests of Zionist diplomacy. H e was particularly
disgusted by the refus al of H erzl and the Zionist Congress of 1901
to denounce th e massacre of th e Armenians. In an ar ticle pub­
lished in th e journal Pro-Armenia of J anuary 1902, under th e title
"The Zionist Congress and th e Sultan" he ga vc free rcin to his
disappointment:

The Zionist Congress, meeting in Basel, has ju st given a public homage
to Abd-ul-Hamid. T he represent at ives- or those who claim to be
such-of the oldest among the prosec uted nations, those whose his­
tory can only be written with blood, send their greetings to the worst
of murderers. . .. This people, covered with the blood of its own
wounds, is thrown at the feet of a Sultan covered with the blood of
others, and in this Assembly no prot est was heard."

During these years, 1901-1904, Lazare seems to distance himself
from th e Zionist solu tion, by argu ing for th e participation of the
J ews in th e movements for social liberation of th eir countries." It is
interesting to compare his attitude just before his first visit to Romania,
in 1900, with the conclusions of th e pamphlet on the J ews in Romania
th at he published in 1902 in Peguy's Cahiers de fa OJIinzaine. In M arch
1900 he wrote a letter to a group of Zionist stude nts in Romania
accep ting an honorary membersh ip of their organization:

I believe that Judaism cannot liberate itself from slavery only by eman­
cipating itself as a nation and not by looking for a political emanci­
pation in the countries where the J ews live . .. Judaism must organize
itself everywhere as a National Proletarian party. The J ewish people
must, in conquering its freedom , proclaim the freedom of its prole­
taria t and create the foundations of a social republic."

A very different standpoint is developed in the pamphlet from 1902,
written afte r his first visit to th e coun try . This document, which

20 In Lazare, ]uijs et antisemites, p. 217.
21 T his is also the conclusion of Nelly Wilson in her biography; see p. 337.
22 Quoted in Wilson, p. 427.
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publicly denounced the grim condition of the J ewish minority in this
country, victim of official antisemitic discriminations, was translated
into German, Romanian and English, and had a great international
echo, particularly in the United States . Soon afterwards Lazare made
his second visit to the country and was received by the J ewish com­
munity as a hero and a savior, while the government tried to mobi ­
lize antisemitic students against the embarassing foreign visitor. His
main argument in the pamphlet was far from any Zionist doctrine:
if the fiercely antisemitic bourgeoisie of the Romanian landowners
and officials

drives the Jew to desperation and pu shes him to his limits, the Jew,
in spite of his passivity, in spite of the counsel given him by the fear ­
ful rich of his own people, will join the worke r in the fields and help
him shake off the yoke. But even if he docs not join with him, it is
the rebellious Romanian pea sant who, directly or indirectly, will one
day resolve the present Jewish que stion in Romania, by freeing him­
self and by freeing the Jews.2 l

His strong J ewish national feelings and his ambivalence towards
Zionism are also present in his last work , written in 1902- 1903 (he
died in September 1903, at the age of 38): Job's Dungheap. As a
pariah conscious of his exclusion, Lazare declared in this cultural­
nationalist and libertarian-socialist testament his pride in being J ewish,
his revolt against Christian anti semitism, and his scorn for the rich,
assimilated and parvenu J ews. Job's Dungheap did not have much res­
onance among French Jewry, but it was discovered by Hannah Arendt
and made into a central piece of her analysis of the modern J ewish
condition, grounded on the duality betwe en "conscious pariah" and
"parvenu." She also took the initiative of editing the book in English,
in 1948, and of writing a preface for it.21

The heretical and explosive nature of the aphorisms explains per­
haps why they were published only 25 years after his death, and even
then, in a substantially expurgated version . Only recently, in 1998,
was the entire document published , thanks to a French researcher,

2\ B. Lazare, L'oppression des Juijs dans l'Europe orientale. Les J uijs en Roumanie (Paris:
Editions des Cahi ers, 1902), p. 103.

" See the collection of Hannah Arendt , TheJ ew as Pariah: J ewish Identity and Politics
in the Modern Age, ed. Ron Feldman (New York: Grove Press, 1978), and Arendt,
ed., J ob's Dungheap. Essays in J ewish and Social Revolution by Bernard Lazare (New
York: Schocken, 1948).
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Phillipe Oriol: almost a century after it was written by Bernard
Lazare! What was so shocking in the censored passages? Several of
them violently criticized the bourgeois variant of Zionism:

Is there any difference between going to Zion in order to be exploited
by the richJew, and our current situation? This is what you are propos­
ing to us: the patriotic joy of no longer being oppressed except by
those of our own race; we want nothing to do with it.

Another aphorism, bearing the title "Against the Nationalism of the
Soil," seems to criticize the very principle of Zionism:

You want to send us to Zion? We do not want to go . .. We do not
want to go there to vegetate like a dormant little tribe. Our action
and our spirit lies in the wider world; it is where we want to stay,
without abdicating or losing anything."

However, Lazare docs not seem to have come to a definite conclu­
sion in relation to the Zionist aims . In some of the aphorisms, ref­
erences can still be found that advocate a return to the ancestral
country. There is also a dialogue between a "patriotic" (Zionist) and
a "cosmopolitan" (Intern ationalist) Jew, where the exact stance of
the author is not disclosed. And there is a note with the title "Zionism"
which seems rather sceptical: this movement, it explains, is a reac­
tion against the old antisemitic grievance that 'jews have no home­
land." In response they tried "to show that they wanted to create,
on rocks and in sand, a small, wretched State that would become
their homeland-one that the best ofJews used to scorn, and which
they gave up well before it was destroyed by Roman authorities.T"

It seems that in his last years Lazare was moving away from the
heretical form of socialist and cultural Zionism which he advocated
from 1897 to 1900, toward a sort of socialist and cultural diaspora­
nationalism, not unlike Buber's friend Gustav Landauer, the anar­
chist thinker and leader of the-ephemeral-Bavarian Republic of
Councils (19 19), or the East European proletarian Bund. Lazare's
idea ofJewish nationalism was "to participate in the human enterprise

2> Lazare, Le Fumier de Job, ed. Philippe Oriol (Paris, Editions Honore Champion,
1998). I had come upon Lazare 's original manuscript some years ago and quoted
these and other aphorisms in my book Redemption and Utopia. Libertarian Judaism in
Central Europe (London: Athlone Press, 1992).

26 Bernard Larzare Papers, MS 522, Box 4, Note 61, Alliance Israelite Universelle,
Paris.

.
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while rem aining oneself.':" His was a messiani c nation alism, in which
dispersion was a par t of Israel's mission. " In the nam e of that uni­
versal task, he catego rically rejected assimilation: "If the J ew becomes
C hristian, there is a ferm ent of revolution an d emancipation for the
world that disappear s; by becoming Christian the J ew hallows and
legitimates the slavery that he has endured.Y"

Like Gustav Landau er , Lazare believed in the universal revo lu­
tionary mission of the J ewish people. In an article from 1898 on
"T he J ewish proletariat and antisemitism" he summarizes his con­
ception of Judaism as a moral and political imperative: "T he bour­
geois and clerical antisemites blam e the J ews for being revolutionaries.
Let us work to deserve this blame. Let us be amo ng the first that
demand human liberti es, among the first that call for the kingdom
of justice and cquality.T"

~ 7 Lazare, Lefu mier de .lob, p. 166.
~H \ Vilson, p. 268.
~' I Lazare, Lefumier de .lob, pp . 166- 7.
<II Lazare, .luifs et antisemites, p. 139.



THE ZIONIST WORLD OF ARNOLD ZW EIG
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Arnold Zweig's long life bore witness to the most import ant events
in the history of Zionism, and indeed the J ewish people in modern
times. Wh en he was born in Gross-Glogau in Silesia in 1887, the first
stirrings of Zioni st aspira tions were already being heard. At the time
of his death in East Germany in 1968, Israel was still reveling in its
stunning, recent victory in 1967's Six Day War . No t merely a passive
observer of these developments, Zweig, a celebrated novelist and
playwright-he succeeded Heinri ch Mann as president of the East
German Academy of Arts in 1950 and was awarded the Intern ational
Lenin Prize in 1958- was also a parti cipant in many of them, and
as such, his life's journey is illustrative of larger trends within modern
German J ewry, especially its crea tive responses to some of the more
acute pressures of modernity: assimilation, antisemitism, Zionism,
German nationalism and militarism, and Communist international­
ism, and imperialism.

In this essay I seek to give meaning to Zweig's Zionism by locating
him in the context of the Zionism of his German contemporaries,
setting forth the J ewish intellectual and political background to his
own activities. Beyond that, this essay specifically attempts to establish
that the fin-de-siecle psychiatric discourse about J ews influenced much
of Zweig's own view of the world , and in parti cular, informed his
strikingly dicho tomous evaluation of Eastern and Western European
J ewry. Such an approach not only permits us to understand Zweig,
per se, but also facilitates a broader discussion of the Zionist world
he inherited and inhabited .

German Zionism came abo ut as a result of three interrelated devel­
opments: J ewish access to higher education, Ru ssian J ewish emigra­
tion to Germany, and the rise of organi zed antisemitism toward
the end of the nineteenth century. In the wake of the unification
of 1871, Germa n J ewry was emancipated and thereafter underwent
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a process of massive economic, social, and cultural transformation. I

With political freedom won and economic advancement achieved,
becoming German in the fullest cultural sense was the goal of all
German Jews. But the way Jews went about this had unintended
consequences. The acquisition of Bildung, a process of self-cultivation
that rejected instinctual and emotional forces in favor of the appli­
cation of reason was central to the cultural and historical develop­
ment of German Jewry following emancipation. While Bildung was
not to be achieved merely through formal education, education was
nevertheless at the heart of the Germanizing project of German
Jewry. In 1906 while only 8 percent of Prussian children received
an elementary education, the figure for Jewish children was 59 per­
cent. The percentages for those attending secondary school are almost
identical. Likewise, Jewish attendance at universities conformed to
general patterns. To take the academic year of 1911-1 912 as an
example, we see that for every 10,000 males attending Prussian uni­
versities there were 13.19 Protestants, 9.19 Catholics, and 66.22 Jews.2

Thus the drive by Jews to acquire Bildung and thus integrate, while
apparently successful, ironically led to further Jewish isolation. For
the more the Jews acculturated and "became German" the less they
actually looked like the majority of Germans, in a sociological and
indeed cultural sense. As George Mosse has written: "The Jews,
unlike the masses, reached for Bildung in order to integrate them­
selves into German society. The Jews and the German masses entered
German social and political life at roughly the same time , but the
Jews were apt to reject the world of myth and symbol, the world
of feeling rather than reason. Through the very process of their
emancipation, they were alienated from the German masses.?"

As noted above, two other features affected the emergence of
German Zionism-the emigration of Jews out of Russia beginning
in the 1880s, and the contemporaneous rise of organized antisemitism.
By 1910, Russian Jews formed 13 percent of Germany's 600,000

1 The best survey of this period is Michael A. Meyer, ed ., German-Jewish History
in Modem Times, vol. 3 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).

1 David Preston , "Science, Society, and the German Jews : 1870-1933" (Ph.D.
Dissertation: University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1971), 105; and Monika
Richarz, "Demographic Developments" in Michael A. Meyer , ed., German-]ewish
History in Modem Times, vol. 3 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), p. 56.

:1 George L. Mosse, German J ews Beyond Judaism (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1985), 8.
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J ews. Many of these immigrants attended universities and their impact
on GermanJewish students was considerable. In fact, by 1912, Russian
Jews were 56 percent of all Jewish university students in Germany."
They were made highly visible because nearly three-quarters of them
were to be found at on ly 5 institutions : Berlin, Leipzig, Breslau,
Konigsberg, and Munich." Their easy identifiability was further
enhanced by the fact that they tended to concentrate in one faculty :
medi cine. The intense J ewish engagement with medicine had a cru­
cial impact on the development of German Zionism, of which more
will be said below.

Access to education facilitated the rise of a successful Jewish mid­
dle class. In response, antisemitic political parties emerged in Germany
and Austria that set themselves the goal of rolling back the gains
made by Jews after emancipation." Furthermore, antisemitism became
an important feature in German cultural and social life as a vast
array of volkisch and professional organizations preached the gospel
of hat e.' The disproportionate number of J ews attending universities
also saw those institutions become hotbeds of antisemitism. Excluded
by German nat ionalist fraternities, German J ewish students responded
by forming their own fraternities and associations. a Such organiza­
tions, however , did not have a separatist agenda. Like the rest of

{ Jack L. Wertheimer, "T he 'Auslanderfrage' at Institutions of Higher Learning.
A Controversy over Russian J ewish Students in Imperial Germany," Leo Baeck Institute
rear Book 27 (1982), pp . 187-215 and Idem , "Between T sar and Kaiser-The
Radicalisation of Russian J ewish University Students in Germany," Leo Baeck Institute
rear Book 28 (1983), 329-349.

5 Monika Richarz, "Soziale Voraussetzungen des Medizinstudiums von Juden im
18. und 19.J ahrhundert" in Albrecht Scholz and Caris-Petra Heidel, eds., Medizinische
Bildung undJudentum (Dresden: DDP Goldenbogen , 1998), p. 7.

" Peter GJ. Pulzer , The Rise cf Political Anti-Semitism in Germany and Austria (New
York: John Wiley, 1964); Rich ard S. Levy, The Doumfall of the Anti-Semitic Political
Parties in Imperial Germany. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975; Jacob Kat z,
From Prejudice to Destruction: Anti-Semitism, 1700- 1933 (Cambridge, MA : Harvard
University Press, 1980), Ivar Oxaal, Michael Pollack, and Gerhard Botz, cds., J ews,
Antisemitism and Culture in Vienna (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul , 1987); Werner
Jochmann, Gesellschoftsknse und Juden.feindschafl in Deutschland, 1870-1945 (Hamburg:
Hans Christians, 1988), 30- 98; and the comparative study by Albert Lichtbau,
Antisemitismus und soeiale Spannung in Berlin und Wien 1867- 1914 (Berlin: Metropol,
1994). For Jewish responses see Ismar Schors ch , Jewish Reactions to German Anti­
Semitism, 1870-1914 (New York: Columbia Un iversity Press, 1972).

7 George L. Mosse, The Crisis cfGerman Ideology: Intellectual Origins qf the Third Reich
(New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1964).

A Keith H . Pickus, Constructing Modem Identities: Jewish University Students in Germany,
1815-1914 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999).
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the J ewish community, members of these fraternities longed for Jewish
integration and acculturation into the life of the German nation. Never­
theless, a small faction of Jewish university students was dissatisfied
with this . Unlike many recently emancipated German Jews, they
were not ashamed of their Russian Jewish coreligionists, ind eed were
proud to show solidarity with them , and rejecting the assimilationist
path of their fath ers, they responded to antisemitism and assimilation
by creating the Zionist movement.

German Zionism was thus the creative reaction of a small group
of Jewish university students to emancipation, political and racial
antisemitism, and mass emigration of Jews from Eastern Europe.
These early Zionists came from the Jewish lower middle-classes and
formed what Hagit Lavsky called an "academic and commercial pro­
letariat. " They were mostly doctors, lawyers, and small business­
men-precisely the background of Arnold Zweig, whose fath er was
first a saddler and later a shipping agent and grain dealer ." Expos ed
to antisemitism at the universities , and vulnerable to the impact of
German boom and bust economic cycles, these young radicals adopted
a highly critical view of German society. One might say a pessimistic
and cynical view. If)

Initi ally, German Zionists were motivated, to a great extent , by
the fate and welfare of Russian Jewry. Organizationally, German
J ewry began working to resettle Eastern Jews in Palestine cotermi­
nous with the beginnings of mass migration out of Russia. I I The
Lovers of Zion (H ovevei Tsiyon) movement in Russia saw German
chapters established in the 1880s, soon followed by similar organi­
zations such as Esra , an association that promoted Jewish agricul­
tural settlement in Palestine. The goals of the first generation were
best summed up in the title of a pamphlet by one of the founding
fathers of German Zionism, Max Bodenheimer. In 1891 , Bodenheimer,
a lawyer and the son of a well-to-do Stuttgart family, published Wohin
mit den russischen Juden? [H1zither Russian Jews?] 12 Indeed, early German

;1 Arnold Zweig, Bilan.; der deutschen Judenheit 1933 (Amsterdam: Qu erido , 1934),
pp . 138-1 39.

10 Hagit Lavsky, Before Catastrophe: The Distinctive Path ofGerman ;::ionism (Detroit:
Wayne State University Press, 1996), p. 18.

I I Derek j. Penslar , ;::ionism and Technocracy: The Engineering ofJ ewish Settlement in
Palestine, 1870-1914 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 41-59.

12 Steph en M. Popp el, ;::ionism in Germany, 1897-1933: The Shaping ofa J ewish
Identity (Philadelphia: J ewish Publication Society, 1977), pp. 1-23; Walter Laqueur ,
A History of;::ionism (New York: Schockcn, 1976), 82.
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Zionism was not meant to be a pan acea for German J ews, most of
whom enjoyed the comforts of middle class life. Rather , it was
intended to be a solution to the J ewish question in Russia.

Yet this situation would soon change. Despairing of German anti­
semitism, and inspired by their encounter with Russian J ews at the
universities, a small but vocal number of German J ews rej ected the
philanthropic Zionism of their fath ers, and demanded a more per­
sonal and practical expression of Zionist experience, one that would
see the J ews leave Germany for Palestine. Consequently, at the annual
Zionist conference held in Posen in 1912, German Zionism under­
went a radical change. Under the leadersh ip of an emerging second
generation that sought to eradicate the uprootedn ess that was held
to be cha racter istic of diaspora existence, the conference declared
that it was now the du ty of every German J ew to incorporate emi­
gration to Palestine as part of his "Lebeasprogramme."? As a result, the
arm-chair, Russocentric Zioni sm of the early genera tion was cast
aside and replaced by a more activist agenda.

German Zion ism was always the cultural and political expression
of a tiny minority. However, it was a politically powerful minority
and enjoyed a role as a central player in the World Zionist Organiza­
tion . It was a force to be reckoned with, not because of its numbers­
it didn't have many-but through its enormous reserve s of talent.
Nearly all the leading German Zioni sts were university educa ted,
white-collar professionals. This group, which was born in the 1880s
and l890s, expressed radi cal Zionist ideas. Largely estranged from
Jewish tradition and deeply skeptical about a Jewish future in Germany,
Zioni sm was a means for them to achieve J ewish self-respect and
foster ties to their people . Paradoxically, their Zionism, to a great
extent born of Germ an antisemitism and the appa rent failur e of
assimilation, was inspired by German viJlkisch ideology, which provided
them with a way to conceive of J ewish identity and Volksgemeinschoft: "

In addition to the demand that J ews seriously consider emigration
to Palestine (aliyah), the rhetoric of Zionist ideology also underwent

13 Poppel, Zionism in Germany, pp. 50-63.
I; Gideon Shimoni, the Zionist Ideology (Hanover, NH: University Press of New

England, 1995), pp. 39-40; and George L. Mosse, Germans and Jews: the Right, the
Lift and the Search for a 7hird Force in Pre-Nazi Germany (New York: Howard Fertig,
1970), pp . 77- 115.
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transformation prior to World War One. This was the direct result
of the professional backgrounds of the movement's youthful lead er­
ship. Whil e many of the early and most important German Zionists
such as Max Bodenheimer, Theodor Herzl, and Arthur Ruppin were
lawyers, physicians too made up a significant percentage of the leader­
ship cohort. Just prior to the Great War, and thereafter, physicians
left their particular discursive mark on German Zionism. Doctors
made up 25% of the early leadership, and their Zionist medical
poicmics were extremely influential in contributing to the widespread
belief that all Jews, not just those from Eastern Europe, were a sickly,
enervated group at medical risk. They were also instrumental in fos­
tering the belief that the only cure for the ills that beset individual
J ews and their communities was the creation of a healthy environ­
ment in the Land of Israel. There, in Palestine, both Diaspora dis­
ease and mentality would undergo radical change for the better ."

Because physicians were part of the scientific class in Wilhelmine
Germany, they were esteemed and thus highly influential, a conse­
quence of Germany's scientific preeminence and the exalted place
occupied in that society by the academic mandarin class. Moreover,
physicians were especially honored in Jewish society. As the Zionist
physician, Felix Theilhaber, put it: "T o the Jews, the bodily welfare
of man here and now seems to be of supreme importance ... The
Jewish physician is an instrument for the promotion of such welfare ;
his existence and his activities, are necessary to Jewish society. The
J ewish world prizes the doctor." '6 Thus when they spoke, they were
at the very least guaranteed an audience, even if that audience did
not fully share the commitment to the Zionist cause, as most German
Jews did not. But by being listened to, these young physicians were
able to contribute to the formation of Zionist and even non-Zionist
culture and ideology, providing both with a rich array of metaphors
and long-lived images about J ews and their political, social, and phys­
ical condition."

15 Max Mand elstamm , "Rede Dr. Max Mandelstamms," Die Welt 4, 35 (1900):
1-7; and Siegmund Kornfeld, "Die judisch en Aerzte und der Zionismus," Die Welt
5, 16 (1901): 1-3; Siegfried]. Plaschkes, "Die Arzte in der Zionistischen Bewegung"
in Sefe: Yooal likhvod N.M. Gelber (T el Aviv: Olmano, 1963), pp. xxi-xxxiv,

16 Quoted in Zweig, Bilan; der deutschenJudenheit, pp. 205.
17 John M. Efron, Defenders if the Race: J ewish Doctors and Race Science in Fin -de-Siecle

Europe (New Haven : Yale University Press, 1994).
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Inspired by such language, Zionists of all backgrounds, and this
included Arn old Zweig, recogn ized that their task involved the regen­
eration of the J ews and the revivification of a J ewish society that
they regarded as having undergone stultification during the long
course of exile. By representing the exilic state of the J ews as one
that promoted ill-health, Zioni st polemi cists established ant ipodal
diagnostic categories of "norma l" and "abnorma l" to compare J ewish
and Christian society. Co nsequently, the lan guages of medicine and
the natural sciences, perh aps as much as any other borrowed dis­
courses came to sha pe and define the polit ical lan guage of German
Zionism. The linguistic and visual semiotics of the Zionist enterp rise
were informed by contemporary notions of health , disease, strength,
weakness, masculinity, and femininity- categories themselves embed­
ded in the discourse of modern medicine.18

Wh at made for the imp act of J ewish doctors on Ge rma n Zionism
was that while J ews were only I percent of the total popul ation in
1900, they were II percent of all German physicians. More impor­
tantly, they were, by 1933, a staggering 50 percent of the doctors
in Berlin and 60 percent in Vienna ." Arn old Zweig himself recog­
nized the importance of J ewish doctors to the social and cultural
physiognomy of Germa n J ewry, not to mention Germany itself. In
1933 he wrote, in recognition of the ubiquitousness of J ewish doc­
tors in Germany, "Probably every read er of this boo k [Bilanz der
deutschen ]udenheit] will have had personal acquaintance with some
J ewish memb er of the [medical] profession, will have become aware
of his imaginati ve insight into individual cases of disease, of his care
and thoroughn ess in examina tion, of his friendliness towards panel
patient s, and of the way in which he adapts his fees to the means
of those whom he has to treat."?"

The discursive influence of medicine on German J ewish culture

18 See Michael Berkowitz, Zionist Culture and West European J ewry Before the First
World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 99- 118.

19 J acob Lestschinsky, Das unrtschaftliche Schicksal des deutschen Judentums: Aufstieg,
Wandlung, Krise, Ausblick (Berlin: Energiadruck, 1932), p. 100; Werner F. Kummel,
"Vorn 'unniltz verlogen Volk' zum 'volksfremden Denken': Polemik gegen ju dische
Ante im Wandel der Geschichte" in Herbert Bareuther et al., Median undAntisemitismus:
Historische Aspekte des Antisemitismus in der Arzteschqft (Munster: LIT , 1998), pp. 37- 38;
and Avraham Barkai, "Population Decline and Economic Stagnation" in Meyer,
ed., German-Jewish History in Modem Times vol. 4, (New York: Columbia Un iversity
Press, 1998), pp. 33 and 37.

20 Zweig, Bilans; der deutschen Judenheit, pp. 20 1- 202.
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was so strong that it also had an impact on the most estranged and
deracinated of J ews. It is ironi c that even assimilationists held posi­
tion s that were iden tical to the Zionists in that they also diagnosed
the J ewish condition similarly. Of course they offered radically dif­
ferent prescriptions for cure. Still, in terms of content and sentiment
there is hardly any difference between Max Norda u's call of 1902
for a "M uskeljudentum", for J ews to "once again become deep-chested,
taught- limbed, steely-eyed men" and the following remarks by the
assimilated industrialist, Walter Rath enau . In an 1897 essay entitled
"Hare Israel!" that appea red in Maximilian Harden 's journal, Zukurift,
Rath enau exhorted J ews to "look at yourselves in the mirror! This
is the first step toward self-criticism . . . As soon as you have recog­
nized your unathletic build, your narrow shoulders, your clumsy feet,
your sloppy roundish shape , you will resolve to dedicate a few gen­
erations to the renewal of your outer appeara nce .i'" Through having
J ews participate in spo rting activities, both Zioni sts and assimila­
tionists hop ed to fashion a "muscular J ewry ." T he subsequent estab­
lishm ent in Central Europe of J ewish sports associations around the
turn of the twen tieth century that sought to masculinize and invig­
ora te the J ews, was a direct response to the prevailing negative image
of them as effemina te an d weak.22

The fin-de-siecle's medical representations of J ews, whether implicit
or explicit, established firm links between ethnicity and disease,
between varieties of Judaism and various pathological states. As a
literary figure, Arnold Zweig help ed crea te an important trop e in
Zionist discourse by tapping into these medical depictions of J ews.
In parti cular, he borrow ed from the psychological discourse on J ews.
At university, Zweig was an avid student of psychology, having taken

21 Max Nordau "Muskeljudentum" in Zionistische Schriflen (Berlin:Judischer Verlag,
1909), pp . 379-38 1; while Rath enau 's remarks are repri nted in Paul R. Mendes­
Floh r and J ehuda Reinharz, eds., J ew in the Modern World (New York: O xford
University Press, 1995), pp . 267-268.

22 Max Nordau "Muskeljudentum" in Zionistische Schrijien (Berlin:Judischer Verlag,
1909), pp . 379-38 1; Ludwig Werner, "Die judische Turnerschaft," Die Welt 8, 4 1
(1904): 5-7; George Eisen, "Zionism, Nationalism and the Emerge nce of the judische
Tumerschaft", l eo Baeck Institute Yearbook 28 (1983): 247-262; David Biale, "Zionism
as an Erotic Revolution" in Howard Eilberg-Schwart z, cd., People ofthe Body: Jews
andJudaism from an Embodied Perspectioe (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1992), pp . 283-307; and Michael Berkowitz, Zionist Culture, pp. 105-109; and J ohn
Efron Medicine and the Gelman Jews: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press,
200 I), esp. pp. 105-1 50.



T H E ZIONIST WORLD O F AR..'10LD ZWEIG 199

classes with Germany's greatest academic practitioners. He was also
an unabashed disciple and later, correspondent of Freud . Waxing
rhapsodical, he observed that, "T here is no domain of human activ­
ity, including those of religion and the arts, which has not been illu­
min ated and fertilized [durchleuchtet und bifruchtet] by psychoanalysis.
Mythology and ethnography have likewise been advanced, just as
have pedagogy and social hygiene . . . When, in Berlin and elsewhere,
the boo ks of Sigmu nd Freud were burned along with my own, we
received the greatest honour which modern barbarians can confer.
For in due time it will be recognized that this j ew, Sigmund Freud,
has been a man of perennial imp ortan ce, ra nking with such as
Plato."23

Of all the j ewish physicians, psychiatrists were the most success­
ful at prom oting ideas- very often negative ones-about the j ewish
body. Attentive to such literature, Zweig incorp orated many of these
into his own analyses of the j ewish probl em. Psychiatrists helped
push the widespread belief that the j ews possessed definable psy­
chological traits that were peculiar to them as j ews, and that they
displayed a higher incidence of insani ty tha n non-jews. Gentile psy­
chiatrists, using a racial paradigm of analysis said this of all j ews,
while j ewish practitioners, beholden to theories of environmental
determinism, tended to delineate between Eastern European and
Western European j ews, stressing distinctions between what they per­
ceived were the different psychopath ologies of the two groups." Such
a distinction would prove paradigmatic in Zweig's classic homage to
Eastern Euro pean j ewry, Das osijudische Antlit; (I920). As a point of
passing interest, bu t one that reinforces Zweig's debt to psychology,
it should be noted that he used psychoan alytic categories to under­
stand not only j ews, but their enemies as well. Referri ng to Hitler 's
Mein Kampf, Zweig wro te that "if [the book] is to be really under­
stood, [it] mu st be read in the same spirit as that with which one
would approach the Denkunadigkeuen eines Neroenkranken by Dr. Daniel
Schreber.t'"

23 Zweig, Bilan; der deutsehen J udenheit, pp . 236-237.
2" For some of what follows see my, "T he 'Ka ftanjude ' and the 'Ka ffeehausjude ':

T wo Models of J ewish Insanity. A Discussion of Causes and Cures amo ng Germa n­
J ewish Psychiatrists," Leo Baeek Institute Year Book 37 (1992): 169- 188.

2') Zweig, Bilan; der deutsehenJudenheit, 10 I-I 02. On Schreber see Eric L. San tner,
A[y Own Private Germany: Daniel Paul Schreber's Secret History if Modernity (Princeton,
NJ. : Princeton University Press, 1996).
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Beginning during the Berlin haskalah of the eighteenth century
and extending well beyond it, Jewish doctors saw German Jews as
paragons of good mental health, while asserting that Eastern European
Jews possessed myriad mental (and physical) disorders. But by the
fin-de-siecle of the nineteenth century and into the Weimar period, a
significant paradigm shift took place in this construct. No longer was
the German Jew regarded as mentally fit. Rather, it was now the
Ostjude who best represented a model of Jewish sanity . This shift
in professional medical opinion came into sharp focus with the advent
of Zionist psychiatry. In fact, it is my contention that the medical
discourse prefigures and imparts a particular character to what would
become the cult of the Eastern Jews after World War One, a project
with which Arnold Zweig was intimately concerned because the cult
energized and animated so many young German Jewish Zionists
longing for a return to their roots through a celebration of Jewish
"authenticity." What follows is an attempt to identify some of the
psychiatric sources of Zweig's own evaluation of Eastern versus
Western Jewry.

The Jewish psychiatrists of the older generation (many with close
familial and cultural links to the East) recoiled at Eastern European
Jewry, displaying an antipathy towards that group that resonated in
their professional and personal lives. Unlike the younger generation
of psychiatrists and other Jewish intellectuals in Germany who came
of age between 1900 and 1918, they did not participate, as Zweig
and others did , in the cult of the Eastern European Jew. Rather,
they steadfastly clung to the belief that it was Western European
Jewry, with its secular Deutschtum, that was the ideal symbol of mod­
ern Jewry, an ideal to which all Jews should aspire . They identified
the integrated and educated Western European Jews as being men­
tally healthy, while they represented Eastern European Jewry as
afflicted with all forms of psychoses and neuroses, largely a result of
their religious orthodoxy.

Characteristic of the older view was that expressed in 1908 by the
distinguished Berlin neurologist, Hermann Oppenheim, who noted
that "approximately three quarters of all Russian-jewish patients are
neuropaths and hypochondriacs." According to Oppenheim, the high
frequency of mental illness among Russian-jews was a direct conse­
quence of their environment. He listed four principle causes : the
pogroms; the mental and physical strain of every day life; the poor
hygienic conditions which resulted from poverty; and finally, the
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Eastern European J ewish obsession with study ("even after a full
day's work ") in enclosed, unventil ated rooms."

Ironically, although he was no Zionist, Oppenh eim echoed the
views of first generation Zionists like the aforementioned Max Boden­
heimer, for he too agreed that for J ews, Russia was a land of persecu­
tion and misery , a breedin g gro und for mental disorders. Oppenheim
held that exactly the opposite was the case in Germany. There, rea­
son, science, advanced medicine, a high living sta ndard, and toler­
ance toward J ews were the hallmarks of a more civilized society. No
longer subject to stigma and alienation, or so the scenario went, J ews
had been allowed to integrate, to become German and had, as a
consequence, become paragons of mental health.

Another distinguished neurologist, Moritz Benedikt , in Vienna,
expressed himself similarly. For Benedikt, the J ews "are a very intel­
lectual and neurotic nation," but having lost contact with nature,
hard work , sport, and the arts, J ews became different from other
nations who, having their own territory, "could find an outlet for
their passions and emo tions in outward action."?' The J ews, on the
other hand, developed inwardly. And here he was speaking about
Orthodox Jews, not acculturated , secular Jews such as him self.

For Benedikt , the inn er-directed nature of Orthodox or Eastern
European J ewish life meant that the J ews focused excessively on the
family. This, however, had detrimental mental consequ ences, for "the
J ews became more and more neurotic.l?" Benedikt was convinced
that the unique sociology ofJ ewish family life in the East contributed
to the high incidence of mental disorders among them . Cut off from
the out side world, the J ews turned inward, developing a family life
that "often resulted in excessive sexual intercourse, inter matrimonium.T"
According to Benedikt, what was required to cure these J ews was
for them to be removed from the East and placed in the more
morally edifying and healthy conditions of the West.

At the same time that Oppenheim, Benedikt and oth er like-minded
psychiatrists were issuing such opinions, younger , dissenting voices

16 Herm ann Oppenh eim, "Zur Psychopathol ogie und Nosologie der russisch­
judischen Bevolkerung," J oumal fir Psychologie und Neurologie 13 (1908): 2-3.

1 ) Moritz Benedikt, "T he Insane J ew: An Open Letter to Dr. C.F. Beadles," The
J oumal if Mental Science 47, 198 (190 I): 506

18 Benedikt, "T he Insane J ew," p. 506.
19 Benedikt, "T he Insane J ew," p. 506.
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among Jewish psychiatrists began to be heard. Indeed, these were
the diagnoses of Zionist psychiatrists, physicians whose political lean­
ings directly intersected with and indeed shaped their medical philo­
sophies. With their emergence, a paradigm shift in the discussions
of the etiology of mental illness among Jews began to take root. In
1902, a Jewish physician in Vienna named Martin Englander deliv­
ered a public lecture at the Zionist fraternal lodge, Zion . His address
was published as a book, entitled Die aujfallend hdufigen Krankheits­
erscheinungen derjudischen Rasse iThe Most Noticeably Conspicuous Appearances
qf Illness Among the Jewish Race). As a Zionist, Englander drew a dis­
tinction between Eastern European and 'Western European Jews that
was very different from that drawn by Oppenheim and Benedikt.
Although he called attention to what he thought was the physical
inferiority of Eastern European Jews, a consequence of their poverty,
Englander nevertheless claimed they enjoyed superior mental health
to German Jews. This was because their Jewish ethnic and religious
identities were intact. Conversely, the economic prosperity of German
Jews had negative repercussions for their psychological state . Namely,
as a consequence of their exertions to become bourgeois, they dis­
played what he called "an over-fatigue (Ubermiidung) of the brain."30

Englander criticized the most prominent features of Jewish life in
the West: urban living, disproportionate participation in intellectual
or business professions, sedentary habits, extreme emotionality, timid­
ity, and helplessness . Many Zionist physicians who diagnosed the
Jewish condition around World War One echoed Englander's critique .
Others built on it. In 1918 a young Russian Jewish doctor working
at Zurich's Burgholzli clinic made the most forceful claim yet that
it was not the Eastern European Jew who represented the psycho­
and socio-pathic model, but, rather, it was the deracinated, cultur­
ally bankrupt Western European Jew. That psychiatrist's name was
Rafael Becker (b. 1891), unquestionably the most prolific and influential
of all the Zionist psychiatrists.

Becker analyzed the social and psychological constitution of German
Jews within the dissenting paradigm of neurosis developed by the
one-time disciple of Freud, Alfred Adler (1870 -1937). Having read
Adler's Ober den neroosen Charakter (1912) (TI e Neurotic Constitution), and

30 Martin Englander, Die aujJallend haufigen Krankheitserscheinungen der jiidischen Hasse
(Vienna: ].L. Pollack, 1902), pp . 12-13.
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accepted its claim that "e very neurosis can be understood as an
atte mpt to free oneself from a feelin g of inferiority in orde r to gain
a feelin g of supe riority," Becker was convince d thi s was the sound­
est explanation for why so man y J ews suffered from mental illness."
Beyond this, Becker reserved his mo st critical rem arks for those J ews
who refused to accept Zioni sm (the majority of Western J ews). In
fact , Becker believed that their recalc itrance was itself a sign of men­
tal illness, its cause being a raging inferiority complex. They con­
tracted th is disease as a result of int ernalizing the nega tive eva luation
of th em by antisernites."

In their attempt to overcome these feelin gs of inferiority, German
J ews tried even harder to assimilate, which in the end on ly led to
an increase in insanity. For Becker, emancipation and the subse­
qu ent entrance of J ews int o th e German middle classes led to th e
ado ption of Christian mores and habits. It also manifested itself in
the increase among J ews of heretofore "Christian" diseases- syphili s,
paralysis, and feeb le-mindedness. In sum, th e insanity of German
J ewry was a direct result of its assimilation.

In contrast to thi s, the ghe tto, and the inbreeding (Inzucht) that
had taken place there for centuries, was "the best security for th e
great psychical and ph ysical productiven ess of a people't" For Becker ,
centra l to th e mental well-bei ng of the Eastern J ews was their reli­
gious faith. As such, and contrary to th e Enlightenment sensibility
th at informed his world view Becker, inspired by oolkisdi ideology,
glorified J ewish life in th e Middle Ages, celebra ting what he saw as
its social and rel igiou s cohes ion as th e source J ewish vitality and
nati on al spirit. The J ewish M iddl e-Ages were not a "Leidensepoche," a
peri od of suffering but, rather , a tim e of spiritua l achieveme nt, con­
tentment and, therefore, psychologica l well-being."

To Becker , it was the contempora ry period that bore witness to
th e most intense J ewish suffering. According to him , th e modern

3 1 Franz G . Alexander and Sheldon T. Selesnick, The History if Psychiatry: An
Evaluation if Psychiatric Thought and Practice from Prehistoric Times to the Present (New
York: Harper and Row, 1966), p. 232.

31 See Sande r L. Gilma n, J ewish Self-Hatred: Anti-Semitism and the Hidden Language
if the J ews (Baltimore: J ohns Hopkins Un iversity Press, 1987).

33 "Die beste Burgschaft fur die gro13e Produktivitat eines Volkes wie auf psy­
chischem, so auch auf ph ysischem Gebiet," R afael Becker, Die judische Neroositat
(Zurich: Spiedel and Wurzel, (9 18), pp. 14 -1 5.

3; Becker, Diejiidis che Nercositat, pp . 16- 17.
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Western EuropeanJew had abandoned his faith in his drive to assim­
ilate . In this respect, Becker parted company with Freud, arguing
instead for the psychological efficacy of religious observance, which
Becker saw as a bulwark aga inst the psychologically disint egrating
effects of secular modernity. In Germany the abandonment of pious
worship meant an increase in insanity.

Overall, World War One had a profound impact on Ge rman
Zionism, strengthening social and discursive trends that were alr eady
in place, while creating some new ones as well. In particular, the
encounter of German J ewish soldiers on the Eastern Front with their
Jewish brethren, and the spread of antisemitism in the ranks , cul­
minating in the infamous Judenzahlung of 1916 (the attempt to sta­
tistically prove the patently false claim that Jews shirked military
service at the fron t), all helped unleash deep feelings of ethnic pride
among many young J ews-a sentiment many had not previously
known ." Many were like Ernst Simon, aJewish soldier on the Eastern
Front, who described himself as a person entirely devoid ofJewishness
who suddenly became a Zionist without any personal desire to be
one and without even being aware of it . As for Zweig, he wrote to
Martin Bub er after the Judenzahlung that "I now regard myself as
a captured civilian and a stateless foreigncr.v'" Later, Zweig wrote
"For one who is to be a citizen, this necessarily means an inde­
pendent existence upon Jewish soil. The more fiercely he is attacked
in Germany because he is a J ew, the more obvious will it become
to him that he must turn away from Germany. . . ." 37 Here Zweig
was not alone. Increasing numbers of German Zionists concluded
that the only solution to the Jewish Question was the demise of
J ewish life in the Diaspora and its reemergence in Palestine. Anti­
semitism, they argued, should not and could be combated, for it was
a permanent characteristic of European culture.

Connected to this sentiment was another feature of German Jnvish
pre-war culture that was strengthened by the War. The power of

3; Peter Pulzer, "T he First \Vorld War", in Michael A. Meyer, cd., German-Jewish
History in Modem Times vol. 3, 360- 384; and Paul Mendes-Flohr , "In the Shadow
of War", in Michael A. Meyer, cd., German-Jewish History in Modern Times vol. 4,
pp . 7-29.

31; Noah Isenberg, Between Redemption andDoom: The Strains ofGerman-feunslt Modernism
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), p. 59.

37 Zweig, Bilans; der deutschen ]udenheit, pp . 303-304.
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Zioni st medical language was now harnessed to th e promotion of
the postwar cult of the East Europ ean J ew. I want to sugges t that
this familiar them e ca n be further illuminated whe n read in light of
the contemporary medical discourse, some thing that hitherto has not
been don e. The cult of the Ostjuden was replete with language and
opinions that are readil y similar to and often derived from th e assess­
ments of Zionist ph ysicians, some referred to above. T ake, for exam­
ple, the wartime writing of Binjamin Segel in the journal, Ost und
West. In Am Tage des Gerichts, a serialized novella, Segel has a Polish

J ew, Simon Berg, embezzle mon ey from a Polish antisemite, Stefan
Gemba. The story revolves ar ound Berg's stricken conscience and
his final decision on Yom Kippur to act in a manl y and honorable
fashion (contra to wartime antisemitic claims about J ewish men), and
return th e money to Gemba. H e do es so and asks Gemba for for­
giveness . In response, th e Pole lashes out in a drunken rage. Berg
forcefully grabbed Gemba by the wrists, overp owered him and asserts
his physical, moral, and ethical supe riority. It is Ge mba who now
begs the Eastern J ew, Berg, for mercy. According to David Brenner ,
ethical and ph ysical power are, in this story, presen ted as th e hall­
marks of the O stjude, and are designed to inspire German J ewish
men , recently humiliat ed by the cha rges of cowardice that culmi­
nated in th e Judenzahlung.3R

By the time the Nazis rose to power, Zweig had come to recog­
nize th at J ewish heroes like Simo n Berg need not necessarily be
fictiona l. Thanks to secular Zioni sm and its emphasis on physical
regen eration, young J ews had now become healthier tha n their fore­
bear s. Zweig rem arked how:

We are struck, first of all by the bodily transformation of the J ewish
youth, by the liberation of J ewish athletic capacities from the bonds
which, since the sixteenth century, J ewish tradition and J ewish poverty
J ewish town life and J ewish intellectualism, had imposed. We know
the part played in this wonderful renovation by the J ewish-national
renaissance, the J ewish gymnastic clubs, and the wanderings of the
members of the J ewish hikers' leagues .. . Th e new J ewry of Palestine,
an elite of land-workers and townsmen, would not be conceivable had
it not been that before Zionism became actual the youngJ ews through­
out Europe had already undergone a change. Only in circles where

38 David A. Brenner, Marketing Identities: TIe Invention qfJ ewish Etlmicilj! in Ost und
West (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1998), pp. 151-1 58.
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strict religion is traditional do we still find, in Cracow as in J erusalem,
those young J ews whose race is instantly betrayed by their weedy
physique and their over-intellectualism. T he rest, the great majority,
are improving year by year in bodily type."

Despite th ese unfl attering claims about th e O rth odox, Zweig lauded
Eastern European J ews, especially in relati on to th ose from the ' Vest,
celebra ting th eir viilkisch aut henticity and spiritual vitality, va lues he
pri zed above th ose of physical p rowess. In Zweig's prooftext of thi s
genre, Das ostjudische Antlitz, he m akes a claim th at could have writ­
ten by th e psychiatrist, Rafael Becker, chargi ng that "Der Jude des
Westons war a uf dem W ege zu eine r ersta rrenden K onfession, eine r
ohnmachtig verzweifelten Frommigkeit . .. ."40 Compare this, for exam­
ple, to his elegy of unconditional adoration of Eastern J ews:

Der greise Jude des Ostens aber wahrte sein Gesicht. Es sieht uns aus
den Erzahlun gen Mendeles an, dies Gesicht: treuherzig und vertraumt
und von einer reinheit, die sich nur erkauft mit Vcrzicht auf die bre­
iten Tatigkeiten und das Gluck der breitcn Tatigkeit. Einen Kleinhandel
einzurichten, Brat und Hering zu essen, Kinder zu zeugen und zu
erziehen, die gebete dcr T ages- und mahlzeitcn zu sprechen und viele
Seiten Gemara zu lcrnen; von dern \Venigen ein \ Veniges den Armen
zu geben, Brauten auszustatten, Kranke zu besuchen, Tote zu begraben
und die T rauernden zu tr6sten- das ist das Schema seiner Pflichtenkettc,
und wie leicht tragt cr an ihr. (14)

H ere th ere is no men tal illness, no insecurity, no inferiority com­
plex. There is beauty, certa inty, aut hen ticity, and moral healthiness.
Living in a vita l Volksgemeinschoft, Zweig's Eastern J ews became, acco rd­
ing to Steve n Aschheim , "the grea t counter-sym bol, em blem of spir­
itu alit y in a materi alistic world. "! ' Echoing M artin Englander, Felix
Theilh aber, and othe r ant i-ca pitalist Zionist physician s, Zweig pre­
sents Eastern J ews as healthy, psych ologically int act foils to th e dera­
cina ted , materiali stic, G erman J ews .42

3" Arn old Zweig, Insulted and Exiled: The Truth About the German J ews (London: J ohn
Miles, 1937), pp . 14 1- 142.

III Arn old Zweig, Das ostjudische Antlit; (Wiesbaden: Fourier, 1988), p. 14.
11 Steven Asch heim, Brothers and Strangers: The East European J ew in German and

German-Jewish Consciousness, / 800 -/923 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1982), p. 199.

11 Sec Felix T heilhaber, Der Untergang derdeutschen Juden: Eine oolksioirtschoflliche Studie
(Berlin: J iidischer Verlag, 1921); and Hans Dieter Hellige, "Generationskonftikt,
Selbsthaf3 und die Entstehung anti-kapitalistischer Positionen im J udentum. Der
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While he was a far more critical obse rve r and certa inly no Zionist,
th e German Jewish novelist, and later conve rt to Christianity, Alfred
Doblin , also believed that "real" J ews were not from Germ an y, but,
rather , from Poland. In 1924, Doblin took leave from his medical
practice to travel eas t, in sea rch of them. H e was, however , inspired
in part by his own deracin ated J ewish identity, German postwar anti­
semitism, and Zionism. After pogrom s broke out in the eas tern part
of Berlin in the 1920s, Doblin rep orted that :

Representatives of Berlin Zionism invited a number of men of J ewish
origin to meetings to talk about these events, their background , and
also the aims of Zionism. In connection with these discussions, a man
came to my apartment and tried to talk me into going to Palestine,
which I had no intention of doing. His influence had a different effect
on me. I did not agree to visit Palestine, but I felt I had to get my
bearings about the J ews. I realized I didn't know any J ews. I had
friends who called themselves J ews, but I could not call them J ews.
Th ey were not J ewish by faith or by language; they were possibly rem­
nants of an extinct nation that had long since integrated itself into a
new milieu. So I asked myself and I asked others: "Where do J ews
exist?" I was told: Poland. And so I went to Poland.B

While his comme nts and later descriptions of Polish J ews lack the
romanticized and idealiz ed qu ality of Zw eig's evocations, Doblin
expressed a similar, precon ceived notion of J ewish authe nticity, and
wh at he considered a "healthy" J ewish identity. As he repo rted mat­
ter of factly: "T hree hundred and fifty thousand J ews live in W arsaw,
half as many as in all Ge rmany. They are a nation. Peopl e who
know only Western Europe fail to realize thi s. The J ews have their
own costumes, their own language, religion , manners, and mores,
their ancient nation al feeling and national consciousness .":"

For Sammy Gronem ann, Yiddish translator for the German army
and together with Arnold Zweig, a member of the administra tive
un it, Bezirk Oberost in Lithuani an Kovno, th e simple piety ofJewish
religious life was a further sign of the healthy mentality of Eastern
J ews. Likewise reminiscent of Becker , but in stark contras t to Moritz
Ben edikt, wh o decried the Orthodox J ews he obse rved in Vienna,

EinAu13 des Antisemitismus auf das Sozialver ha lten judische r Kaufmanns- un d
Urucrnehmerso hnc im Deutschen Kaiserreich und in der K. und K. Monarchie,"
Gesthichte und Gesellschofl 5 (1979): 476-5 18.

H Alfred Doblin, Joumey to Poland (London: I.E. Taurus, 1991), p. xii.
H Doblin, Joumey to Poland, p. 50.
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Gronemann declared in his Hawdoloh und Zapfinstreich, "Seit ich die
Synagoge des O stens kenn engelernt habe, ist mir der T empel des
Westens mit seinem Gottesdienst einigerma13en verleidet." Irrespective
of what kind of synagogue service it was, if it was German, Gronemann
revealed he was un comfo rtable with the "m ilitarisch geregelte n Art
des gott esdienstlichen Betriebes.v' " T o describe religious worship as
militaristic in the midst of the greatest slaughter the world had seen
was a devastating critique. The orderly precision of German services
stood in marked contrast to the authentic, spontaneous, and therefore
well adjusted religious culture of Eastern Europe. T heir Zionism,
their longing for community, and their frustrat ion at the failure of
assimilation into German society inspired both Gronneman's an d
Zweig's critiques. By seeing the world according to the diagnostic
categories established by psycho an alysis, Zweig and other young
Zionists were able to construct a scenario of J ewish renewal and
rebirth based on notions of salutoriness that were drawn from medical
discourse.

Finally, the war and Germany's humiliating defeat had yet another
decisive impac t upon German Zionism in the 1920s. Wh ereas the
defeat led to the emergence of ultra nationalism in Germany, German
Zioni sm sought to distance itself from the German variety of radi­
cal nationalism. Instead , young Zionist s represented Zionism as being
an enlightened form of nationalism, seeking to liberate the oppressed
and rekindle the dignity and hon or of the J ewish people through
universal values, equality, and respect for basic human rights. The
war thus ignited a commitment to a synth esis of Zionism and social­
ism, something clearly articulated in the political vision of Arnold
Zweig. Another feature that distinguished German Zionism from
German nationalism was that it was steeped in the values of liberal
democracy, a stamp that German Zionists left on Israel after emigrating
there . In sum, German Zioni sm emerged from the war Palestino­
centric, with a nationalist-humanist-socialist-democratic vision for an
ideal society."

During the Weimar Republic, when Arnold Zweig produced many

.5 Sam my Gronemann , Hawdoloh und Zapfenstreich (Berlin: J iidischer Verlag, 1984),
p. 60.

• Ii Lavsky, Before Catastrophe, pp. 42- 45. Shimoni, TIle Zionist Ideology, 166-235;
Zcev Stcrnh ell, The Founding Myths if Israel: Nationalism, Socialism, and the Making if the
Jewish State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998).
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of his J ewish works, and was for a brief time editor of the Zionist
newspap er, Jiidische Rundschau, Zionists mostly busied them selves with
internal poli tics, educationa l programmes, ideological debates, and
preparing for the futu re." Despite the fact that the Weimar Republic
offered J ews unprecedented oppo rtunities, Zioni st radicals such as
Kurt Blumenfeld (1 885- 1863), warne d that this was all a chime ra.i"
Antisemitism, they claimed, was alive and well in post-war Germany
and showed no signs of abating. Therefor e, between 1919 and 1933,
the building up of Palestine and the real practical work of forming
a state occupied first place on the Zionist agenda. t?

Even though the Zionists remained a noisy minori ty in the Weimar
years-the Zionist Feder ation of Germany claimed abo ut 20,000
members at the end of the 1920s-the rise in extremist antisemitism
and assimilation, as well as the international legitim acy bestowed
up on Zionism th anks to th e Balfour declarati on mean t that the
Zioni sts had to be taken seriously. Besides, the well of talent that
made up G erman Zionism was so deep that just by virtu e of the
fact that they were doctors, lawyers, professors and comme rcial lead­
ers, their occupation s instantan eously accorded them respect and
honor in the class and hierarchy-conscious society of pre-Nazi Germany.

Fleeing to Palestine soon after the Nazi takeover of power, Arnold
Zweig qu ickly becam e disillusioned with the fact that Zion ism now
seemed to display those featu res that he most ab ho rred in nation­
alist movements: parochi alism , tribalism, intoleran ce, aggressive­
ness, and romantic-mysticism. He supported Brit Shalom , a German
J ewish-led society founded in J erusalem in 1925 to foster amicable
J ewish-Arab relations and to seek a j oint solution for the future of
Palestine through the creat ion of a bi-national state..so But Brit Shalom's

' 7 For othe r forms of J ewish po litics see M ichael Brenn er , "T he Judisch e
Volkspartei-National:Jewish Communal Politics during the Weimar Republic," Leo
Baeck Institute Yearbook 37 (1990): 219-243.

' 8 Michael Brenn er, 'The Renaissance qf J ewish Culture in the Weimar Republic (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), p. 210.

'" Other Zionist leaders focused on Gegenwartsarbeit, determined to "conquer the
communities," as T heodor Herzl had put it. On Zionism in the Weimar Republic
see Avraham Barkai, "T he Organized J ewish Community" in Meyer, ed., German­
J ewish History in Modem Times vol. 4, pp . 90-95.

'Xl Susan Lee Hattis, The Bi-national Idea in Palestine during Mandatory Times (Haifa:
Shikmona, 1970); Hagit Lavsky, "T he Puzzle of Brit Sha lom's Impact on the Zionist
Polemic during its T ime and T hereafter," Ha-Tsiyonut 19 (1995): 167- 181 (Hebrew);
idem, "Ge rman Zionists and the Emergence of Brit Shalom" in J ehuda Reinharz
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membership was always confined to a small circle of liberal intel­
lectuals and poli tical leaders . Zionism, th rough its own internal
dynamic and as a result of the increasing threat to J ews from out­
side forces, was moving in a dir ection that Zweig could not toler­
ate. Though he did not give up on the need for a J ewish state,
Zweig summed up his feelings in a letter to Freud in 1934 when he
wrote, "I don 't care any more about the 'land of my fath ers.' I
haven 't got anymo re Zionistic illusions eithe r. I view the necessity
of living here among the J ews without enthusiasm.I" !

T his was not an unusual position . Just as Zweig's earlier Zionism
and the lan guage it was expressed in was typical of the medicalized
German J ewish culture of the day, his disaffection with Zionism was
expressed by many othe r German Jewish refugees who had made
the ir way to Palestine after the Nazis rose to power. As a group,
they had difficulty adjusting to the difficult material conditions, the
foreign cultural atmosphere of the Middle East, and especially the
Hebrew lan guage. Disillusioned , man y German Jews left Israel after
1948 and into the 1950s, returning to a Europe they felt more at
home in.';2

But for a very few, Arnold Zweig among them , the yea rn ing for
a better, freer, world rem ained as strong as ever, with a small num­
ber leaving their new homes for the Eastern Bloc. Some of them
had originally followed the dictum of the Posen Zioni st conference
to make emigration to Palestine part of their "Lebensprogramme." But
the reality of life in Israel was jarring. Longing to find a place where
Kultur rather than Zivilization flouri shed, as Ferdinand T onnies, Leo
Baeck, and oth ers had hoped it would , they were sorely disappointed .
Perhaps ironically still under the sway of thei r intense Zionist expe­
rien ces, utopian dreams still fill ed the ir thought s. But where once
they were animated by the goal of bui ldin g a healthy J ewish par-
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adise removed from a spiritually corrosive, antisemitic Germany, they
were now filled with the desire to create a humanitarian, socialist
Volksgemeinschofl, one that they hoped would be an antidote to a mate­
rialistic, corrupting, and sick West. Tragically, that proved to be as
much an illusion as German Zionism's previous romance with the
oS!JMische Antlitz.





THE RUSSIAN JEWISH INTELLIGENTSIA AND
MODERN YIDDISH CULTURE*

Delphine Bechtel
Universite Paris IV

At the end of the nineteenth century, the emergence of a secular,
politically active and culturally-aware J ewish intelligentsia in Tsarist
Russia is a phenomenon that has been addressed mainly in respect
to the history of the Bund (the General Jewish Workers' Union) and
Zionism. Little is known about a wide array of political parties and
thinkers beyond these two blocks, notably, the multi-faceted Yiddish
political-cultural realm-as only fragm ents of it have been accorded
scholarly att ention. However , Russian Jewish intellectuals debated
intensely about J ewish identity and politics, trying to define and to
envision a future Jewish diaspora culture. Their theoretical discussions
concerning the possibility of the emergence of a modern, secular,
democratic culture centered on three major issues: first, the role of
language in their conception of a Jewish national future; second, the
opposition between religion and secular culture; and third, the proj ect
of Jewish autonomy and the modernization of the Jewish community
(kehilah).

Research into the past: establishing the "yikhes" qf a nation
and its language

The first question Jewish diaspora nationalists had to face in respect
to Jewish culture in Russia was tha t of its language, namely Yiddish .
The Czech historian Miroslav Hroch divides the national revival of
smaller nations in Eastern Europe into three successive stages: a) the
awakening of a scientific interest in the culture among intellectuals
and scholars; b) a patriotic wave of agitation calling for the recognition

* This article was written with the support of the Fondation pour la Memoire
de la Shoah , Paris.
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of the nation; and c) the transformation of the national movement
into a mass movement. I

In this respect, the linguistic ren aissance of Yiddish and the polit­
ical awakening of the J ewish nation in Eastern Europe closely fol­
lows the developme nts among the surrounding Slavic nations." T he
ideas of Herder about language as the expression of the "soul of a
people" exerted a major influence on Central an d Eastern European
nationalists such as the Serbian lexicographer Vuk Karadzic (1787­
1864),3 the Czech linguists J osef Jungmann and Josef Dobrovsky
(1753~ 1829), and the Slovak Jan Kollar.

In the world of Yiddi sh culture , the phenomenon of lingui stic
revival starts with the emergence of modern literature based on the
ideas of the Haskalah~as exemplified by works of Ettinger , Dik,
Mendele Moykher Seforim, then the Yiddish classics, Sholem Aleykhem
and YL. Peretz . But towards the end of the nineteenth century, and
in spite of its impressive literary revival, Yiddish still showed tremen­
dous deficiencies in its aspiration as a "High language," that is, to
be used in educational, scientific and political discours e, and gain
acceptance by the governmental powers.'

The sociolingui st Joshua Fishman has distinguished two aspec ts in
language revivals which he respectively calls "corpus planning" (work­
ing on the history , morphology, grammar of the language) and "sta­
tus planning" (achieving its intern al and external recogn ition , both
by society and State)." The first falls within linguistics, the second,
polit ics. But in the J ewish sphere both emerged at the same time
and were conducted by mainly the same people.

According to the 1897 census, 97% of the J ews in the Russian

I Miroslav Hroch , Social Preconditions if National Revival in Europe: A Comparative
Analysis of the Social Composition ofPatriotic Groups among the Smaller European Nations,
tran s. Ben Fowkes (Cambridge: Ca mbridge Univ ersity Press, 1985), pp . 23fT.

, See Alexander M. Schenker and Edward Stankiewicz, eds., TIle Slavic Literary
Languages: Formation and Development (New Haven: Yale Co ncilium on Intern at ional
and Area Studies, 1980 ).

:l Vuk Karad zic assembled a dictiona ry of the Serbian language, collected folk
songs, and called for the use of the vern acular language in phonetic spelling, as
against the old literary Slaveno-Serbian language base on Old Church Slavonic.

, About the distinction between High and Low Language (H and L), see J oshua
A. Fishman , TIle Sociology ofLanguage: An Interdisciplinary Social Science Approach to Language
in Society (Rowley, Massachusetts: Newbury Ho use, 1972), p. 44.

5 J oshua A. Fishma n, "Attracting a Following to High-Cult ure Func tions for a
Language of Everyday Life: The Role of the Ts hernovi ts Language Co nference in
the Rise of Yiddish," in Never Say Die! A Thousand rears if Yiddish in J ewish Life and
Letters (T he Hague: Mouton, 1981), pp . 369-394.
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Empire indicated Yidd ish as a mo ther tongue. Becau se of the spread
of Yiddish as a vernacular of the masses (as opposed to H ebrew or
Russian which only a small elite could master), Yiddish was first
acknowledged as a means of pol itical propaganda by the socialist
movem ent, in particular th e Bund.

As early as 1893, th e Russian J ewish Socialist Arkady Krem er
(1 865- 1935) favored th e switch to Yiddish in propaganda directed
at the J ewish masses. "Zhargonishe komitetn" were establishe d in
Vilna starting 1895 in orde r to publish and spread socialist thought,
literature and popular science in Yiddish." R ussian J ewish intellectuals
th em selves had to go through a double process of "re-ethnification"
combined with a "re-Iinguification".? Nume rous Russian J ewish intel­
lectuals, who had been mem bers of an assimilated Russified elite,
went back to the ca use-and concomi tantly, th e language, of th e
J ewish peopl e. Am ong th em th e mo st famous exa mples are th e
Bundist leade rs Vladimir M edem and Isaac H urvi tsh, th e Socialist
Revolu tion aries An-Sky and Zhitlovski, and the Poalei-Zioni st Ber
Borokhov.

The Bund was not the only J ewish political party committed to
th e defen se of th e J ewish masses, from a national and a social point
of view. The Voerozhdeniye (Renaissance) gro up, from which emerged
the Socialist Zionist Workers Party in 1905 (or S.S. or T erritorialists),
the J ewish Socialist Workers Party (or SERP, or Sejmi sts) created in
1906, and the J ewish Social-Democratic Wo rkers Party Poalei T siyon
founded in 1906, all supported J ewish culture and Jewish autonomy
(albeit with ideological divergences)."

As the Yiddishist and Socialist Revolutionary theoretician Khayim

" See Ezra Mend elsohn , Class Struggle in the Pale: The Formative Years if the J ewish
Workers' Motement in Tsarist Russia (Cambridge: Cambr idge University Press, 1970),
pp . 117-11 8. On the ' ~Jargon Committees" see A. Litvak, Vos geven (Wilno/ Warsaw:
Kletskin, 1925). Ezra Mendelssohn 's study shows very well how the Russian lan­
guage discussion circles (kruzhok) where the workers' intelligentsia was educated in
the 1870s is replaced in the 1890s by specialized unions led by political activists,
who increasingly made use of the Yiddish language in order to galvanize the J ewish
masses.

7 T hese terms are borr owed from J oshua A. Fishman , Language and Nationalism
(Rowley, Massachu setts: Newbury House, 1972); reprint in J oshua A. Fishman ,
Language and Ethnicity in Minority Sociolinguistic Perspective (Avon: Mu ltilingual Matters,
1989).

H About these parties issuing from the Voerozhdeniye movement, see Moyshe Zilber­
farb, "Di grupe Vozrozhdenye," Royter Pinkes, vol. I , Warsaw, 1921, pp. 113-1 30, as
well as the unpubli shed doctoral thesis of Bernard Suchecky, Sionistes-Socialistes, Sejmistes
et Poalei Tsion en Russie: Les premieres annees 1900-1907, 2 vol., Paris: EHE SS, 1986.
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Zhitlovski pointed out, the fate of J ewish nationalism and the fate
of its language, Yiddish , were closely linked:

Beyde, dos yidishe folk un di yidishe shprakh, hobn kimat dem zel­
bikn goyrl. Koyd em kol fodert men fun beyde, zey zoln bavayzn az
zey zeynen emese: az dos yidishe folk iz beemes a folk un az di yidishe
shprakh iz beemes a shprakh.

Both , the J ewish people and the J ewish language, share almost the
same fate. Before all, they are being asked to show that they are real:
that the J ewish people is really a people and that the J ewish language
is really a language."

The recognition of the legitimacy of Yiddish was therefore strongly
dep endent upon the work of linguists. The German-language Wis­
senschcft des ]udentums had made hostility and condescension toward
the Yiddish language a prerequisite of its investigations on this sub­
ject. At the turn of the century, isolated German-jewish medieval­
ists and dia lectologists had defended a few dissertations on the
phonology of the German component of Yiddish, trying to establish
its descent from Middle-High-German.10 The distinctive character of
the language as integrating different components (Germanic, Hebrew,
Slavic) into an organic whole was still being ignored.1

I

Only in the East could a positive attitude toward the language
and tru ly dispassionate research acknowledging the intrinsic features
of the language crystallize. This was launched by the famous Czer­
nowitz Conference in 1908, which caused a great stir in the J ewish
world and constituted the inauguration of scholarly enquiry.

The voluntarist, normative approach of the participants in the
Conference confirm that national languages, far from being given

9 "Dos yidishe folk un di yidishe shprakh," first pub lished in the St. Petersburg
Der Fraynt in 1904, quot ed here from Khay im Zhitlovski, Geklibene verk (New York:
Kultur-kongres, 1955), p. 112.

\(I This refers to the works of Lazar Sainean, Alfred Landau, and J akob Gerzon .
For details see David Kat z, "On Yiddish, In Yiddish and For Yiddish: 500 Years
of Yiddish Scholarship" in Identity and Athas: Festschrift for Sol Liptzin, ed. Mark Gelber
(New York: Peter Lang, 1986).

11 Significantly, the first dissertation on the Hebrew component of Yiddish was
written by the young Solomon Birnbaum, born in Vienna but raised in Czernowitz,
the son of the Yiddishist Nath an Birnbaum : Das hebrdische und aramdische Element in
der jiddischen Sprache. Inaug. Diss. unter der Philosophischen Fakuluit der beyer. Julius-Maximilian­
Unioersitdt Wlirzburg (Kirchhain: Zahn und Baendcl , 1922). Reprint with an after­
word by Walter Roll, Hamburg: Buske, 1986. See also Saloma Birnbaum, Praktische
Grammatik der jiddischen Sprache, (Vienna/ Leipzig: A. Harleben, Die Kunst der Polyglottie
128, 1918; reprint Hamburg: Buske, 1966).
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facts that constitute a culture , as H erder would have said, are in
reality social constru ctions. The final address of the Congress, sum­
marizing what had to be done (establishing a modern school and
publishing system, writing grammars and dictionaries), illustrates very
well John Austin's concept of "saying is doing" (the idea of "per­
formati ve speech")." Or as Eric Hobsbawm puts it ,

National languages are almost always semi-artificial constructs and occa­
sionally, like modern Hebrew, virtually invented. They are the opposite
of what nationalist mythology supposes them to be, namely the pri­
mordial foundations of national culture and the matrices of the national
mind. "

But to establish the legitimacy of th e language, intellectuals and
scholars had to embark on academic research investigating and prov­
ing its ancestry, cohe re nce, and history. They had to establish a
historical Wissenschaft that could put it on a par with other Europ ean
languages. In 1913 , th e linguist and th eoretician of th e Poalei Tsiyon
party Ber Borokhov called for the constitu tion of a Yiddish philo­
logy in a programmatic article en titled "The tasks of th e Yiddish
philologist" :

Fun ale visnshaftn shpilt di filologye di greste rol in der natsyonaler
oyflebung fun di untergedrikte felker. Filologye iz mer vi lingvistik, zi
iz nit keyn hoyle teorye far lomdim, far 'yoyshvey oyhel', not take a
praktisher vegfirer farn folk. [. . .]

Kol zman der folk blaybt analfabetish in zayn eygener shprakh kon
men nokh nit redn vegn a natsyonaler kultur."

Of all sciences, philology plays the largest part in the national revival
of oppressed people. Philology is more than linguistics; it is not an
empty theory for scholars, for people cloistered in a sanctuary , but on
the contrary a practical guide for the people . . . As long as a people
remains illiterate in its own language, it is impossible to talk about a
national culture."

In this exce rp t Borokhov contrasts linguistics, a descriptive and elite
subject, and philology, which is of concern to the people as a whole,
because it seeks to establish a norm for the present. At the same

12 See J ohn Langshaw Austin, How to do Things with Words, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1975).

l :l Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality
(Cambridge: Ca mbr idge University Press, 1990), p. 54.

!; Ber Borochov, "Di oyfgabn fun der yidisher filologye," in Der Pinkes: Yorbukii
far der geshikhte fun deryidisher literatur un shprakh, f ar folklor, kritik un bibliogrqfye, ed.
Shmuel Niger (Vilna: Kletskin, 1913), p. 2.
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time, Borokhov's article aims at founding a genealogy, a vertical
legitimation for the field of Yiddish philology, by supplying a bibli­
ography of 500 titles retracing four centuries of research on the
Yiddish language, the oldest item datin g back to 1514. 15 The core
of his historical approach is the intention to demonstrate the ances­
try and the authenticity of the Yiddish language, and to generally
approach the study of the language through universally-recognized
meth ods.

Anoth er decisive scholar of the language, Max Weinreich , politi­
cally closer to the Bund , followed in Borokhov's footsteps, deepen­
ing the genealogical and archeological methods, unearthing treasures
of past interest for Yiddish. He defended his Ph.D. at the University
of Marburg on The History if Yiddish Philology. But unlike his fellow
students who typically would publi sh their doctoral thesis in German,
he never publi shed it in German , but turned it into a book in Yiddish
iSluaplen, Berlin 1923), before returning to Polish Lithuania and accept­
ing a teaching position at the Wilno T eachers' College (lerer seminar).
Borokhov, Weinreich, and others such as Rubashov, Shtif, Schipper,
all devoted themselves to the history of Yiddish lan guage and liter­
ature out of commitme nt to J ewish Diaspora nationalism, seeking in
scholarship an ally to politics.If>

HI/lOt becomes if religion in a secular culture:
Reinterpretation, rejection, cohabitation

Ru ssian J ewish intellectuals had to face another import ant probl em­
of trying to establish a modern secular culture . \Vhile other na tions
could successfully fight for the separation of Church and State with­
out losing an intrinsic component of their national culture , Jews had
to deal with the fact that even popular culture was so deeply tinged
with religious life that they were almost impossible to separate. Also,
socialism was an ideology that precluded the belief in God, or at

I j Ber Borokh ov, "Di biblioteyk funem yidishn filolog: Firhund ert yor yidishe
shprakh-forshung," in Der Pinkes, 1913, op. cit., pp . 1- 67.

It. See Delphine Bech tel, " Les chercheurs en linguistiqu e et histoire litteraire
yiddish: une genera tion d'in tcllectuels engages dans la premiere moitie du XIX'
siecle," in Delphine Becht el, Evelyne Patlagean , J ean- Ch arles Szu rek and Paul
Zawadzki, eds., Ecriture de l'histoire et identite j uice: Europe ashkenaze XIX '-XX' siecles
(Paris: Les Belles Lett res, 2003), pp. 253- 278.
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best relinquished it to the private realm. So what were they to do
with religion after secularization? Facing this dilemma, three thinkers,
Zhitlovski, Latski-Bertholdi, and Steinberg, pre sented options which
I will refer to as reinterpretation, rejection, and cohabitation, that
testify to the wide array of the altern atives discussed at the time.

Khayim Zhitlovski offers a first solution in his seminal article "T he
National-Poetic Renaissance of the J ewish Religion," (1 908).'7 Here
he att empts a synthesis between his pledge for Jewish culture and
his wish to see Jews enter into a secularized modernity.

Zh itlovski starts with the affirmation of his radical ath eism, his
inability to believe in antiquated superstitions. In the face of the
assimilation that is threatening the apikorsim such as himself (and per­
haps in the face of a general sense of "disenchantment" of the world),
he suggests a kind of creative reinterpretation, of reappropriation of
religion . Any individual could, if he so wishes, retr ieve different cle­
ments of the Jewish religion and transform them into national sym­
bols, endowing them with a poetic and aesthetic value.

Zhitlovski begins with a lengthy enumeration of items that could
be kept and reinterpreted, starting with God himself (God seen as
a character of the Biblical legends), accompanied by the Shekhinah
and the Messiah (as litera ry characters of the midrashic and Kabbalistic
literature), up to all Biblical heroes such as King David, King Solomon ,
the Prophets etc. Turning to the J ewish holidays, Zhitlovski proposes
to keep all those which can be invested with a national cha racter,
such as Passover and H anukah , which he sees as histori cal testimony
to the J ews' struggle for freedom. Even the fasts of Tisha be-Av and
the 17th of Tamuz, commemorating the destruction of the T emple,
must therefo re remain. Shavuot, celebrating the gift of the Torah
on Mount Sinai , must equ ally be celebrated, because the Torah has
brought social justice and a higher level of humanity, and thus can
be considered the ap ex of civilization of its time. Similary , Shabbat,
the "sacred social holiday" which has brought weekly rest for all
workers, should be observed by all as "first manifestation of the mo­
dern socialist ideal."

It becomes manifest, by the end of the article, that Zhitlovski has

17 "Di natsyon al-poetishe vidergeburt fun der yidishe r religye" (1908), reprint in
Kh ayim Zh itlovski, Geklibene uerk (New York : Congress for J ewish Culture, 1955),
pp . 219- 255 .
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little by little reinstated the entire J ewish practice, reinterpreted in a
secular and national way. Int erestingly, his vision of the futur e is quit e
close to the national celebration ofJ ewish holidays in the present day
State of Israel. The only two holidays he advises to strike are Yom
Kipur (the account of one 's sins being a purely individual matter,
each J ew should be free to address this matter for him self on what­
ever day he wishes), and Purim. In this case, Zhitlovski surp risingly
considers Purim not really a J ewish holiday, because it derives from
Persian legends and was never taken seriously by the J ews themselves.

Zhitl ovski undertakes, first, a secularization of Judaism, and sec­
ond, a national sacralization of that same secularized J ewish culture.
He also claims for a secular J ewish future the age-old att achment to
the sacred language, Hebrew, to the Holy Land, which must be
redeemed from foreign dominion , and to the future national resur­
rection according to the call of the Prophets. That would actually
make him quite close to a Zioni st, although he claim s to be a
Yiddishist and a territorialist, workin g closely with the S.R. and the
Sejmist parties on J ewish autonomy. And his project of national rein­
terpretation of the J ewish religion is closely akin to what had been
recently been called "civil religion" in Israel."

Anoth er answer to the question of the contradiction between reli­
gion and secularism was proposed by ZevIWolflWilhelm Lat ski­
Bertholdi (188 1- 1940). Latski makes no secret of his admiration for
the German Atifkliirung, from which he took his borrowed nam es,
Wilhelm (the first name of the Prussian Emperor , and Bertholdi , a
literary pseud onym he chose out of reverence for Moses and Felix
Mend elssohn (Bartholdi)). H e parti cipated in the meetings of Voz­
rozhdeniye, then becam e a Socialist Zionist (S.S.). At the Int ernational
Socialist Congress held at Stuttgart in 190 7, he defended the cause
of "proletarian territorialism."

In 1914 he expressed his position on the opposition between reli­
gion and secular culture in an article called 'Judaism or the J ews."19

I " See Eliezer Don-Yehiya and Ch arles Liebman, Civil Religion in Israel, Traditional
J udaism and Political Culture in the J ewish State (University of Ca lifornia Press, 1983),
where the authors show that in Israel, symbols and practices of Judaism pervade
everyday life, and were co-opted by the atheist political elite in order to pro mote
nationalism and social integration . Later, in the 1970s, the rising Likud made a
stron g use of the appea l of ethnic traditionalism and championed a new civil religion.

1'1 "Yidishkeyt ode r yidn oder vegn yidisher apikorses," in the Yiddish jo urnal Di
y idishe velt, vol. I no. 2, February 1914, pp . 228- 246.
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This is, according to him , the alternative. Latski juxtaposes Judaism
(meaning the dogmatic religion set up by the Rabbis) and the liv­
ing J ewish people. In an imp ressive panoram a of J ewish history
throughout the ages, he intend s to show "how the Rabbi s have put
J ewish thought and freedom in chains." Pitting "freethinking" against
the hegemony of "rabbinism," Latski explains that exile and the lack
of a territ ory have forced the Rabbis to erect, through J ewish Law,
a spiritual homeland for diaspora J ewry tha t ended up in becoming
a prison. H e takes sides for apikorses each time it manifested itself in
J ewish history, in such historical figures such as Uriel Accosta, Spinoza
and even Sab batai Zevi. But without a territory , it is not possible
to give up the unifying cement of coercive religion. Exile thus becomes
for him a cultural tragedy, in which the individual had to submit
to the community and its desire for survival. Freethinkers such as
Barukh Spinoza or Salomon Maimon were banned because the com­
mu nity could not accept contradiction within its midst. Unlike
Zh itlovski, Latski wished to emancipate the J ews from the yoke of
the J ewish Law and traditi on entirely. But he took notice tha t mod­
ern J ewish nationalists (whether Zionists or diasporists) could not do
away with religion and were compelled to reinterpret it (as Zh itlovski
does) at least on a symbolic level. In exile, he said, any form of
national identity was doomed to becom e a resurgence of the old
"yeshivah of Yavne" Rabbi Yoha na n ben Zakai wrested from the
Romans. Scorn ing the political program of the Sej mists, he claimed
that "Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai was the actual founder of the J ewish
cultural autonomy." For him , all J ewish na tionalists continue to rely
on "the ideology of Shabbat and the holidays" and on neo-hasidic
aesthetics tha t pervade even literature, as exemplified by Peretz' neo­
hassidic literary tales.

Latski found a model in the heretical figure of Sabbatai Zevi, who
proposed to the J ewish masses a truly revolutionary thought. For
Shabbatai Zevi, the Olam hatikun, the redeemed world, was supposed
to star t imm ediately, since he advocated giving up the observa nce
of the comma ndments right away (and more, transgressing them as
much as possible).

Latski condemned the Zionist ideology, which in his eyes only
am ounted to an adaptation of J ewish "rabbinism" to the ideals of
Haskalah . He claimed, on the contrary, to draw from the tradi tion
of apikorses, of militan t atheism, of complete renunciation of traditional
Judaism. But this can be done only if the J ews have a terri tory. Only
then can they become a truly secular J ewish nation.
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Latski's vision, that of a radical atheism combined with the vision
of a nation freed from the burden of rabbinical and oligarc hical
power, could be a model up to today for secular Israelis who wish
to dissociate State and Synagogue and establish a civil Israeli identi ty.

A third option, which combines strict adherence to the mitzvoth
and radical Jewish socialism, is represented in the unique figure of
the left Socialist Revolutionary Isaac Na hma n Steinbe rg (lt skhok
Na khme n Shteynb erg, 1888-1 957). Never betraying his faith and his
religious practice, Steinberg was appointed People's Commissar for
Justice in the Soviet government form ed by coalition between the
Bolsheviks and the Left S.R. from December 1917 to March 1918.
It is said that he used to lay tifilin in his office in the Kremlin every
morning, and would interrupt the People 's Commissar s' meetings
every day in the aftern oon , for the sake of saying the minha prayer.
He represents an interesting attempt to conjuga te a fidelity to bo th
J ewish and secular Law, in which he saw no contra diction.

An interesting testimony to this dual allegiance is his doctoral dis­
sertation, defend ed at the Law School of the University of Heidelberg
in 1910, on the subject of TIle Talmudic Doctrine if Crime/" Having
been expelled from the University of Moscow because of his mem­
bership of the S.R. party, Steinberg and his broth er Aaron had been
sent to Heidelberg under the guidance of their Rabbi , so that they
would not neglect the study of the T almud abroad. Indeed they did
not-but they succeeded in converting their Rabbi to the Socialist
Revoluti onary credo. Steinberg was religious out of family traditi on ,
and a Revolutionary out of his personal ideal of justice. His Ph.D.
subject on crime in the Talmud perfectly blend s his T almudic know­
ledge, his political choices, and his study of Law.

H owever , one may ask: why study criminality? Why look into the
T almud to find subtle distinctions between voluntary and involun­
tary homi cide, intended and unintended injuries? Why attempt to
define the preci se circumstances for self-defense, legitimate and ille­
gitima te use of violence, such as against a person who does not rec­
ognize the Law? At the time, the S.R. party was imp lementin g its
political struggle against T sarist autocracy through acts of terrorism.
It thus seems that young Steinberg was simply seeking, in the Talmudic

111 Isaak Steinberg, Die Lehre com Verbrechen im Talmud, Sonderdruck der .:(eitschrijt
fiir oergleichende Rechtsunssens chofl , vol. XXV (Stuttgart: Union deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft,
1910).
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corpus, and under the aegis of the German academic institution, a
legal justification for political terrorism.

However , Steinberg ultim ately developed into a strong opponent
to Bolshevik use of terror. Although he was by all means the most
religious of all three historical figures under scrutiny here, he did
not attempt, in his theoretical writings, a reconciliation of religion
and socialism. Religion was for him a matter of personal choice, a
way of life and of being a Jew that he never questioned . In fact, all
witnesses confirm that when Steinberg was People's Commissar for
Justice, he was involved in a daily struggle against the T cheka, the
political police at the hands of Lenin. H e was the mainly respon si­
ble for abolishing the death penalty in Ru ssia, leaving only three
legal ways to punish an individual: prison, boycott or banishment."
Wh en he was dismissed in 1918, he spent his last hours in his office
signing orders to set free dozens of people who had been jailed,
among whom many were his political enemies. Aware of wha t was
looming when the Bolsheviks would be the sole party in power , he
wan ted to shield them from the arbitra riness of Bolshevik dictates.
After the Left S.R . were dismissed from government and started to
be persecuted, Steinb erg dep arted for Berlin.

In a later work published during his Berlin exile, Violence and Terror
in the Revolution: October Revolution or Bolshevism, Steinb erg att empted to
establish an ethical foundation for polit ics. He now ad am antly con­
demn ed all revolut ionary violence, which he deemed incompatible
with socialist ethics." He aimed to resolve three antitheses: first, social
revolution and individual fulfilment; second, class struggle and uni­
versal human solidarity ; and third, the aspiration to individual free­
dom and the need for an organized society. Steinb erg takes care to
preserve the individual personality from social coercion and mass
movements , and grants individuals the possibility to express them­
selves through three right s: the "right to solitude," the "right to self­
defense," and the "right to rebel," which clearly run against the
collective construction of a society.

Steinberg is an interesting example of harmony between Jewish
religious faith and a humanistic democratic form of socialism. His

21 He nevertheless believed that there were justifiable means of repressing a
collective, for example, the anti-revolutionary bourgeoisie, with the withdrawal of
political rights.

n I. Steinberg, Gewalt und Terror in der Revolution: Oktoberrevolution oder Bolscheunsmus
(Berlin: Ernst Rowohlt, 1931), pp . 290fl:
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ideal is based on a solid sense of ethics and of the defense of the
individual against the coercion any collective project is intrinsically
bound to imply.

Jewish self-administration: problems in the secularization qf the kehilah

The third problem Russian Jewish diaspora nationalists had to con­
front was the form of Jewish autonomy. While the Bund inscribed
in its program the demand of national cultural autonomy on a per­
sonal basis, with the freedom to establish cultural institutions such
as schools, publishing houses etc., the various groups stemming from
the Voerorhdeniye movement introduced a much wider claim. For
them, a nation's life is not reduced to its cultural needs (even if these
are of foremost importance). A nation also develops a social, eco­
nomic and political life of its own, and these aspects of national life
call for particular institutions.

To fill this gap, the autonomists suggested the secularization and
modernization of the existing form of self-administration, that is the
kehilah. The idea of national political autonomy was put forward by
Moyshe Zilberfarb (1876- 1934) in 1905.23 For Zilberfarb, the individual
is caught up and entangled in a multiplicity of social links: he is
part of a community, a religion, a profession, a class, a State , a nation­
ality etc. Therefore, individuals naturally join associations that defend
their groups' interests. While this is widely accepted concerning trade
unions, social antagonisms or political parties, it is usually expected
that the individual emancipation of all citizens of a multinational
state should sufficiently warrant the national development of any
given ethnic minority. But this is not the case. Zilberfarb here quotes
the Austrian Marxist Karl Renner who advocates recognizing nation­
alities as "legal entities" and endowing them with precise rights and
prerogatives within the State. It is thus necessary that the law delimit
what falls within the domain of the national group and what is within
the scope of the state. Zilberfarb therefore demands that the inter­
ests of each nationality be dealt with by an elected Parliament or

23 "T he principle of national-political autonomy" (in Russian), 3rd chapter of the
collective volume Voeroehdeniye, 1905, reprinted in Yiddish as "Der printsip fun der
natsyonal-politisher oytonomye," in Moyshe Zilberfarb, Gezamlte shriftn, vol. I
(Warsaw/ Paris: Farlag Zilberfarb Fond, 1935).
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Sejm, which will have a corresponding Mini stry in the executive
branch, while general (federal) affairs will remain in the rea lm of
State institutions.

But this form of self-administra tion at the highest institutional level
should, according to the autonomists, also be extended to the local
level. It is of foremost imp ort ance to the Sejmists that power be
decentralized and that simple citizens have direct access to power­
which can be achieved by the secularization of the existing local
forms ofJ ewish administra tion, meaning the kehilah. This is why, just
a few years after composing his essay on national-political autonomy,
Zilberfarb embarked on a Ph.D. at the University of Berne (Switzerland)
on exactly that topic, TI e Administration qf the J ewish Communities in
Russia." This is another example of how academic historical research
was used as a means to support a political and national struggle.

Zilberfarb's colleague in the Sejmist Party Avrom Rozin (Ben­
Adir, 1878-1 942) addressed the issue of the moderni zation of the
kehilah in a booklet entitled Community @ estions, published in 1917 on
behalf of the Fareynikte, the "Unified," a party in which both Socialist
Zionists and Sejmists had merged during the Ru ssian Revolution."
Ben-Adir first replies to the objections of his opponents, that is, the
or thodox and the nationalists. Confronting the orthodox, he main­
tains tha t the kehilah must become a secular institution although the
majority of the J ews still support the religious kehilah. As a justification,
he explains that in this case the religious majority wants to imp ose
its way of life to the minority, which run s aga inst the democratic
ideal, and has misman aged the kehilah acco rding to its own antide­
mocratic interests in the past. Only commo n concerns should be
within the remit of the kehilah, which should be a neutral, non-reli­
gious institution.

T o the "bourgeo is nationalists" who see in "past sociocultural forms
the quintessence of the national genius" (and therefore want to main­
tain the kehilah as it is, meaning only a religious institution), Ben­
Adir replies that there are no eternal national forms. Religion is only
a time-bound product of the nation 's crea tivity, but is destined to

2, T he thesis was published in Ger man: Die Venoaltung derjudischen Gemeinden in
Russland, Petcrbu rg, 191 1.

2j Ben-Adir (A. Rozin), Kehile-Jragn di kehile als organ fun natsyonaler oytonomye (Kiev:
T sentral-komitet fun di fareynikte, and Warsaw: Bikhcr-farlag T sukunft, Yidisher
Sotsyalistischer val-komitet S.S., 1918).
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be replaced by the secularism that now prevails in all nations. The
dynamic process of a nation 's development is crucial, and this is
what the kehilah should embody.

About the question of the domain of the kehilah, Ben-Adir adamantly
opposes the restrictive conception of the Bund and its idea of a cul­
tural autonomy. After the Revolution of 1917, the Bund even demanded
that all J ewish institutions oth er than educa tional and cultural that
used to depend on the kehilah be sur rendered to the municipal Duma,
thu s scuppering the network of existing J ewish autonomous institu­
tions. For Ben-Adir, the question of the duti es of the kehilah amounts
to the question of the definition of the J ewish people. If the Bundists
are right , then the J ewish people is reduced to a "cultural entity"
or a "spiritual nation ." But Ben-Adir sees the J ews as a "national
community" (kibets), which thrives equa lly through its cultural, social,
economical and political products. The J ewish community should
thus be managed according to the democratic principle of decentral ized
autonomy. Only direct participation of the masses, tha t were up to
now aliena ted from polit ical life, will educate men to exert their
social power as J ews. Ben-Adir sees in the kehilah and the initiatives
emanating from it a set of grass-root organizations that will initiate
J ews into political involvement and commitment to democracy.

This overvi ew offers only a sketch of the different options for
building a mod ern and secular Jewish culture that were elabo rated
by various political parti es emana ting from Russia, ranging from the
Bund to Poalei Zioni sm. Except for a short time in Russia after the
Revolution, and in the Ukraine in 1918, such models were never
implemented. The Bolshevik assumption of power did not allow them
to blossom. T hey nevertheless testify to the vitality of J ewish politi­
cal culture and to the struggle for national, individual and universal
freedom in a modern , democratic society. T he ideas in these dis­
cussions could often serve as a reference for negotiat ing contemporary
J ewish identities and managing J ewish communities around the world,
or eventually, for re-thinking a modern Israeli civic nationalism.



CHANUKAH AND ITS FUNCTION IN THE INVENTION
OF A JEWISH-HEROIC TRADITION IN

EARLY ZIONISM, 1880-1900

Francois Gu esnet
Simon-Dubnow-Institute, Leipzig

Do ch wenn dereinst dem Grab entschwebt,
Zum Staunen aller Welt ;
Zum Siegeszuge sich erhebt
Ein Makkabderheld

Dann tont auf Palastina 's Au'n
Von neuem Heldenstreit,
Und Juda's Manner werden schau'n
Verjungte Herrl ichkeit.

Heinrich Lowe, "Makkabaerlied" in ]udische Volks::;eitung Vol. 7 N° I
(2.1.1894)

The significance of symbols and icons, as well as their integra tion
into collective consciousness through holiday festivities, monument­
building, and other practices is a well-documented element in the
creation of nationally and ethnically defined collectives. This is a
cent ral element in the rise of modern nations and nationalisms. I This
cha pter will an alyze the modifications of Chanukah celebra tions
throughout the last two decades of the 19th and the beginning 20th
centur ies among J ews in Galicia, Congress Poland, and the Pale of
Settlement, as well as the Ru ssian metropoles (Moscow, St. Peterburg).
These changes, it will be argued, were less an expression of wide­
spread ethnic mobilisation but rather an instrument chosen by rep­
resentatives of the early Zioni st movement to politically educate two
specific segments of the Jewish population: members of a more or
less secularized bourgeoisie on the one ha nd , and children in edu-

1 Among the most significant contributions in this field is Eric Hobsbawm and
Terence Ranger, eds., the Invention if Tradition (Cambridge, 1983), and Benedict
Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin andSpread ifNationalism (London,
1983).
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cational and ph ilanthropic institutions of several kinds. In close rela­
tion to the Zeitgeist of the age of imp erialism, the military dim ension
of the Ch anukah legend becam e the key element in reshaping the
holiday by the pioneer Zionists. The following ana lysis will proceed
from descriptions of C hanukah celebrations, publ ished in Galician,
Co ngr ess-Polish and Ru ssian weeklies. These contain a rich docu­
ment ation of mises en scene of these celebrations, revealing a consid­
erable regularity throughout the 1880s and 1890s. These reveal that
the early Zionist movement developing in Central and Eastern Central
Europe relied heavily on the 'invention of a tradition ' as a political
instrument. This can be demonstrated equally in the discursive stra t­
egy of early Zioni sts in Congress Poland-r-mostly among immigrants
from Western Ru ssia-r-concerning; the int egration of the legendary
figure of Moses Mont efiore in their initial propaganda efforts.

TI e tradition if Chanukah in Eastern Europe

The Ch anukah festival commemorates the re-dedication of the Second
T empl e by Judah the Maccab ee on 25 Kislev 165 B.C. £. after a
period of desecration by Antiochus IV Epiphan es. The traditi on of
this celebration combines the memory of the military victory of the
Hasmoneans with the legend of the oil found in the T emple, which,
though sufficient for one day only, miraculously burned for eight
days." The kindling of the menora on Chan ukah symbolizes this mir ­
acle. As a post-bibl ical legend , the story of the Maccab ees, of the
re-dedication and of the miracle of Lights, is orda ined by the writ­
ings of the rabbis." Except for the time the candles of the Menora
are burning during the festival, work is permitted. In Eastern Europe,
Cha nukah developed into a celebra tion with special emphasis on
benefits for children within the family as well as on the communal
level. Ch ildren were given hanuka gelt, sma ll sums of money collected
from the adult members of the family, as well as gifts. The holiday
offered the opportunity for games among adults and children.' As

2 The Oxford Dictionary if theJ ewish Religion, eds. RJ. Zwi Werblowsky and Geoffrey
Wigoder (New York and Oxford , 1997), pp . 52, 300, 307.

3 The J ewish Political Tradition, Vol. I, Authority, ed. Michael \Valzer, Menachem
Lorberbaum et al. (New Haven and London. 2000), pp . 274, 279, 283.

, Mark Zborowski and Elizabeth Herzog, Das Schtetl. Die untergegangene lVelt der
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part of the community tsedaka or philanthropy, the community elders
organized the collection of gifts to be distributed among the chil­
dren of the destitu te, as well as the collection of funds prior to the
holiday in synagogues and prayer houses. These charitable funds
were far less imp ortan t tha n, say, those before Pessach . For instan ce,
in Bialystok in 1869-70, before Pessach , 11.461 Silver rubles (Sr.)
were collected, before Sukkot 389 Sr. , before Chanukah 148 Sr."
T he heads of the local hevrat talmud tora (an associat ion taking care
of the communal schoo l for childre n of poor families) or the hevrat
malbish arumim (collecting and distributing clothing and shoes for the
needy) also felt responsible to collect and distribute gifts for these
children. There exist numerous reports in the press on this type of
cha rity on Chanukah in the J ewish communities of Ce ntra l and
Eastern Europe." These features of the traditional customs of Chanukah
charity persisted throu ghout the period under considera tion, notwith­
standing the cha nges occurring in the celebra tion of this holiday in
specific segme nts of th e J ewish society to be highli ghted her e.
Co ntempora ries were well aware of these cha nges, as can be con­
cluded from an announcement of the administra tion of the Markus­
Silberstein-O rpha nage in Lodz declaring in 1898 tha t it intended to
ar range for a "traditional ceremony" for the children of the institu­
tion on the occasion of Cha nukah.'

osteuropaischen juden (Munich, 1991); (originally publ ished as Life is with People: The
Culture if the Shtetl [New York 1952]), p. 318.

" As an example the protocol of the Minsk kahal may be cited with the deci­
sion dating from Novemb er 1797 that the hazen of the bet hamidrash should be
helped by collecting gifts on the occasion of Chanukah; J acob Brafmann , Das Buch
vom Kahal, (Leipzig 1928), p. 81. T he collection of funds in Bialystok following
leraeliia N° 28 (1870), Wiadomosci z kraju i zagran icy, p. 227.

G As examples see the report on the distribut ion of gifts in the Talmud-Torah
in Warsaw (with more than 600 children receiving Chanukah gifts) in Irraelita N°
48 (1880), Z tydon ia, 396; M. Deroz, Korrespondencja 25.12.1889 from Kovno, in
Voschod N° 51/ 52 (1889), 31.12.1886, cols. 1307- 08; on the same page there is a
report from Polock report ing the respective activities of several 'gaboim' on behalf
of the poor children in the T almud Torah; the same occurred in Czestochowa
N° I (1896), Z prowincji , p. 6, and many other cities.

7 Izmelita, N° 49 (1898), Kor respondencja, p. 5 19. T he Silberstein family was one
of the most active in community tsedaka in Lodz in the last two decades of the
19th century. T he orp hanage offering approximately 70 places was opened in 1891,
Izraelita N° 7 (189 1), Kronika, p. 67.
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The new celebration

The reshaping of Chanukah into a holiday with a strong accent on
its national and military dim ension is closely linked to the early
Zionist movement. In the words of the late J ean-Marie Delmaire,
'T he Galician [Hibbat Zion] societies developed a fanati cism for par­
ties and birthdays . . . Chanukah, Purim and Pessach received a strong
nationalist coloration." However , there can be no doubt that of these
celebrations serving the cause of Jewish nationalism Chanukah became
the most prominent. As early as 1883, we find the Galician and
Ru ssian-jewish students' association Kadima with Nathan Birnbaum
and Smol enskin at its head organizing Chanukah celebrations in
Vienna." It is noteworthy that already this premiere had an immedi­
ate international echo: it was duly reported in the St. Peterburg­
based periodical Voschod and the assimilationist Irraelua from Warsaw.
The first reported that this event "on the occasion of Chanukah, the
'holiday of the Maccab eans ' [sic] attracted num erous students, where
speeches of J ewish-patriotic charac ter were held ."!" The Warsaw
weekly described the parti cipants as "progressive J ews in respect of
their garments , their language and their way of life," who switched
to the "extreme orthodoxy" politically, as both camps yearned for
"an eternal and clearly national separation from their coreligionists."!'

The prominent position of Ch anukah in the political imagery of
th ese pioneers of Hibat Zion stands out in a lett er by Nathan
Birnbaum to Isaac Rulf dating from December 1884.12 The associ­
ation Kadimah was not very active, Birnbaum writes, but succeeded,
at least, "to organi ze a Maccabeans celebra tion, which ought to be

8 J ean-M arie Delmaire, De Hibbat-Zion au sionisme politique, 2 vols. (Lille, 1990);
vol. I, pp. 140-42.

" On the founding of the Kadimah see Adolf Bohm, Die ;:.ionistische Bewegung (Berlin,
1935) (2nd edition), vol. I, p. 135 and Robert S. Wistrich, TheJ ews ofVienna in the
Age qf Franz J oseph (O xford, 1990), pp . 347- 30, espec ially 362-63 on the first
"M accabean commemoration."

10 Zametki literaturnyja, khud ozestvenn yja i dr., in Voschod, vol. 2 (1333), No
51/52, col. 1464. It is noteworthy that the editor erroneously placed the event in
Munich.

II Samu el Cwi Peltyn, Ktoredy? in Izraelita N° 3 (1334), p. 13.
11 Nata n Birnb aum and Kopelowitz, Vienna, 7.12.1334 to Isaak Rulf, Memel ;

CZ A, A I IV I7. In an additiona l note on the back of the request, Birnb aum asks
Rulf to cooperate in a 'J ewish-national periodical" the association does not dare
to publish.
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even more spectacular than the one last year," which had been the
first one. The letter goes on to requ est of Rul f, who publ ished his
remarkable vision of a J ewish state in Palestine the year before," to
"be so kind to send some comforting words about the situat ion of
the J ewish-national movement ." !' Riilf was at that time one of the
most prominent and popul ar proto-nationalist intellectu als. By invit­
ing him to assist them in organizing a Ch anukah or Maccab ean
evening, the authors sanctioned Cha nukah as their movement's hol­
iday. Its solemn cha rac ter is underscored by the fact that the oth er
invited guests were asked to come in Soiree-Toilette for the I V. Makkabder­
Feier verbunden mit einem Tanrkrdnrchen ("IV. Maccabean Celebra tion
in connection with a dan cing").15

It is difficult to establish if this celebration was in fact the first,
or only among the first, of the newly arranged Chanukah celebra­
tions. Suffice it to say that it constitutes a prototyp e of which we
find numerous equivalents in the following decad es. In comparison
to the traditional patt ern of observing this holiday, a new milieu
with completely different intentions organi zed such celebra tions, try­
ing to enhance national feelings with no connection to children' s
charity at all. The sett ing of these celebrations was almost identical
to festive social events of the sur rounding bourgeois culture.

Chanukah for adults

The legend of the Maccabeans was evoked above all as a military
campa ign and a military victory . It prompted the composition of
new Hebrew poetry and nationalist songs-especially Dort, wo die
Zeder ("T here where the cedar [grows]"), writt en in the early 1880s
by Isaac Fcld of Galicia.16 Similar to non-jewish elites' group practices

13 Isaac Rulf, Aruchas Bas-Ammi. Ein emstes vVort an Glaubens- undNichtglaubensgenossen
(Frankfur t am Main , 1883).

H See footnote 12. Birnbaum deleted the words 'J ewish nat iona l thought," which
he then replaced by 'J ewish-national movemen t." Wistrich (see footnote 9) calls
Rulf a "Lithuanian Rabbi of Remel" (p . 359) which is misleading, as Rulf origi­
nated from a small village near Frankfurt am Main and fulfilled his rabbinical duties
in Memel in the Prussian province Ostpreussen on the border to the Russian Empir e.

15 Akademischer Verein Kadimah in Wien, 2 1. Kislev 564 7 (18.12. 1886) to Isaak
sou; Mernel, CZA, A I IV 17.

16 Na tan M. Gelber , Toldot hatnu'a haeionit b'galicja / 875- / 9/ 8 (Jerusalem, 1958),
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in the spheres of music, art and literature, the se served as new points
of orientation for an acculturated stra tum ofJ ews, first in the Austro­
Hungarian Empire and later in other regions of East ern Europe.
This new perspective is closely linked to the frustration caused by
the limits of success in their effort to integrate themselves in non­
J ewish society , confronted as they were with informal exclusion and
a growing antisem itic movement."

On December 5th , 1894, J ewish nationalists organized a Chanukah
celebration in Lemberg (or LWQW or Lvov or Lviv), wh ich took
place-remarkably- in the Dam narodny, a hous e administered by the
Polish national movem ent. 18 The large audience was made up , above
all, from the local (Jewish) intelligentsia. The highlight of the evening
was a speech by a Dr. Salz, a Zionist ac tivist from T arnopol and
former representative of the Polish-jewish assimilationist camp.'? Salz
began his speech by demonstrating how similar the situation of today 's
J ewry was to the situation in the times of the M accabeans' struggle,
but that until the inception of the J ewish national moveme nt , "no
one had dared to follow the M accabean s to liberate the J ewish peo­
ple from humiliation." H e contrasted the multiple fac tions and
European J ewish infighting with the merits ofJ ews involved in non­

J ewish political and human endeavors, and their devotion for the
ca uses of th e poor and the repressed : "We stand in the ranks of
thos e fighting for right and freedom . . . We incre ased the number
of thos e fighting for the well-being of the poor and disinherited by
giving them Marx and Lassale as leaders. But for our brethren, who
are disinherited not only materially but also morally and politic ally,
you don't find among us thos e speakin g up and defending them ."

vol. I , pp . 97, 135. Text and music compoAhar on Vinkovetzky, Anthology if Yiddish
folksongs, vol. 4, pp . 208ff.

1i Marsha L. Rozenblit, Die] uden Wiens 1867-191 4. Assimilation und Identitdt (Vienna,
1989), pp . 12-1 4, 173- 76.

IH The following descript ions and citat ions are from J iidische Volksreitung, Berlin
(formerly Selbst-Emancipatiom, N° I (2.1.1894), 4 (ed . Nathan Birnbaum). On the rela­
tionship of the Polish, Ukrainian and J ewish national movements see Mart in Pollack,
"R usini- Polacy- Zydzi- Niemcy. Stosunki nar odowosciowe w Ga licji Wschod niej
na przykladzie Iwan a Franki" in Ze sobarobok siebie-przeciwko sobie. Polacy <)d::;i,
Austriacy I Niemcy to XIX uneku I na poceatku XX uiieku, pp. 55-69, and J ohn-Paul
Hirnka, "Dimensions of a T riangle: Polish-Ukrainian-Jewish Relations in Austrian
Ga licia," in Polin 12 (1999), pp . 25-48, esp. 38. Genera lly, the incep tion of a J ewish­
Ukrainian, anti-Polish alliance is dated much later. See also the contribut ions of
Rachel Manekin and Yaroslav H rytsak in the same volume.

19 On Dr. Salz see Boh rn, Zionistische Bewegung, vol. I, pp . 141, 231.
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But, Dr. Salz continued, through Zion the Jews are offered a miracl e,
which means the renaissance of Jewry through the creation of a
J ewish peasants ' estate ("Bauernstand") and the revitalisation of the
Hebrew language. Dr. Salz ended his speech with his view of Macca­
bean heroism and its meaning for his contemporaries:

[Those who are] able to understand Zioni sm won 't refuse its conse­
quences. One has to become its fervent parti san , ready to sacrifice
everything for its imm ediate realization. Let 's raise the banner of the
Maccab eans, let's march onwards on this chosen path, let 's be indc­
fatigable in this fight for the well-being of our brethren , removing all
obstacl es on the way to the renaissance of our people, our j ust cause
will triumph. Forward!! Through the J cwish people to a brighter future .

The audience "repeatedly interrupted the speech by enthusiastic ex­
pressions of approval." The evident military terminology and imagery
of this speech may be not ed, departing from the Maccab ean legend
yet referring repeatedly to it. This iconographical background stands
in stark contrast to the further course of the evening: "The public
applauded the speech enthusiastically for several minutes, and after
this brilliant introduction Miss Ro sa Finkel stein appeared on the
scene . With her encha nting voice, ardent feeling and deep under­
standing, she sang arias from Hochreit des Figaro, the Freischut; and ,
last but not least, the song Dort wo die Zeder, leadin g to repeated and
long lasting cheers. The public applauded fren etically the lovely
Hebrew declamations by Miss Mensch and took extraordinary musical
pleasure in the arrangement of a zither sextet by Mister Schacht. "

Although the military terminology of Dr Salz' speech and Mozart's
or Karl Maria von Weber's arias do not seem to cohere, they form
an aesthetic unity. Both are presented to an laudatory public and are
part of stagecraft where the cultural requ irem ents and pleasure of
the Bildungsbiirger is amalgamated with a rethoric of militarily envig­
orated, victorious Judaism. \Ve may, however, find precedents of
Chanukah celebrat ions recalling its milit ary dimension. H einrich
H eine, for example, describ es his visit in the Rothschild 's House in
1827: "H ow happily the small lights were blinking, which she [Gitle
Rothschild] lighted with her own hands, to celebrate that day of vic­
tory when Judas Maccab aeus and his brothers, fighting courageously
and as heroes, liberated their fatherland, like Friedrich Wilhelm,
Alexander und Franz II in our daya?" What seems to be new in

20 Gesammelte Werke Bd.4 (Berlin, 1893).
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the ea rly Zioni st movem ent is th e com bination of military rh etori c
and imagery with the present J ewish political and social condition .
In stead of reflectin g, as H eine did, on ruling gentile kings and emper­
ors wh o are compara ble to the M accabeans, the audience is called
up on to "march onwards under the banner of th e M accabean s," as
Dr. Salz put it. In th is new rheto ric, th e combination of ideology
and pleasure, of M accabeans and music is not contingent, but a
necessary element of secular bourgeois aesthetics and politics of the
outgoing 19th century . As the evenings of the Kadima in Vienna com­
bin ed "comforting words on the J ewish-nation al movem ent" with a
Tanekrdnrchen, the Lemberg evening combines the "ra ised banner of
the M accabeans" with a "zither sextext." Like almost every report
on these Chanukah celebra tions, they describe form s of cultural bour­
geois self-affirmation. An other Chanukah celebra tion took place in
Lemberg th e very same evening in the "Ukra inian nation al home."?'
Though it is no t clear what differentiated th ese events, the similar­
ities in th e set-up are striking : After a first speech,

Miss Czaczkes entertained the public with her wonderful voice and
Mister Finkelstein impressed it with his truly artistic piano playing.
Th en the main speaker Gerson Zipper compared the conditions dur­
ing the time of the Maccabeans with the contemporary situation and
called upon the public to act, to act in a way worthy of the Maccabeans,
to act on behalf of the liberation of the J ewish people. Th is speech
made a deep impression on the audience. Th en, Miss Dubsky played
piano and Mrs Aschkenase recitated two poems. Th e guests left in an
upbeat mood."

It took some years before the new style of C hanukah celebrations
found followers in other region s of Eastern Europ e. But towards the
end of the 1880s, besides reflections on Chanukah as commemo­
rating th e miracle of the Lights,22 the Voschod published a growing
number of allu sion s to the milit ary dimension of the legend and its
tran sposition to the contempo ra ry situation of the J ews. One observer
of a J ewish philanthropi c event in 1887 noted with an acute expres­
sion of fru stration, that no J ewish music was played , thou gh

the evening took place on the Maccabean 's eve. Th e Maccabees! How
this word resounds! .. . The crazy thought crossed my mind that I was

21 This and the following citations from Jiidische Volkseeitung, Berlin (formerly Selbst­
Emancipation), N° I (2. 1. 1894), 3 (see footnote I i ).

22 C .L. Atlas [note without title]. In Voschod N° 50 (1886), col. 1336.
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in fact looking at the offspring of these Maccabeans ... But no one,
even if gifted with the strongest imagination , would have been able to
find the slightest trace of these national heroes."

Two years later a report on a similar occas ion echoes these sentiments,
tim e and again speaking of the Maccabeans as "splendid heroes,"
the "national heroes.'?" The next issue recounted th e Maccabeans
legend in th e words of the protagonist in a short story, a grandfa­
th er with his granddaughter, who implores him to tell her th e story:

- 'I will so happily listen to you, because a long time ago you made
me so curious about the fate of our nation ' [. . .J

- The Greeks energically undertook the assimilation of the J ews with
themselves .. . But, dear child, the Jewish people earned the repu­
tation of hardheartedness from the prophets with good reason. During
the fight, this trait of character, enhanced by the flame of faith and
nationality, appeared with extraordinary vigour.25

With th ese words, the author formulated his view on the central
issue of the Russian Jewish community of th e 1880s, to directly con­
front anti-Jewish legislation, political antisemitism and the specter of
assimilation : as a "hardhearted fight ." Thus, Chanukah served as
context for contemporary political struggles and as an argument for
a militant attitude against giving up "faith and nationality."

The next year, 1890, "on the last evening of Chanukah a reunion
of th e members of the Hovevei Zion in St. Peterburg took place in
the synagogue of this association. The public took part in the evening.
Mr. Brumberg" spoke about the epoch of the Maccabeans . Afterwards,
Dr. Clenov" lectured on th e acquisition of territory in Palestin e on

23 Eksprompt: Mimochodom. Reci bezsviaznyj a. In Ibid., N° 50 (1887), col.
1267-69. In a similar vein, Sholem Alekhem der ides the acculturated J ewish soci­
ety in a short sa tire on Chanukah. T wo protagon ists bet on wheth er there is a
guest at a recept ion on the occasion of Chanukah who knows what is the mean­
ing of the holiday. Not only is it the case tha t very few guests wish to be inter­
rupted while playing card s, but the most pr ecise inform at ion the pro tagonists get
is that it's a mitsve to play cards on that day; Sholem Alekhem, "Vos iz hanuka"
in Ale Verk (Moskow, 1944), pp. 187-208. I am grateful to Delphine Bechtel, Paris,
for informing me of this satire.

H Slucajny feletoni st: Mimochodom . Svetoci Makkavecv. In : Ibid. N° 48 (1889),
cols. 1233-36.

25 Low, Mimochodom. Vospominanija pro slago (I vecer Kh anuki ). In Ibid. N°
49 (1889), cols. 1261-62.

26 Brumberg was a Galician Zionist, cf. Delmaire , De Hibbat-Zjon (cf. footnote 8),
pp. 143, 626.

27 Ibid., 357.
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a cooperative basis. Then som e pleasant texts and poems were
recited.i'" Thus, before the inception of Herzlian Zionism Galician
agitators came to Russia to promote their vision of a nationalist ideo­
logy combined with bourgeois aeth etics, as reported in this article.
At the core of this concept, we find a clear emphasis on a supposed
heroic national tradition as embodied in the Maccabeans' deeds.

Chanukah for the children

In a closely related and parallel development , adherents of the early
Jewish national movement systematically introduced new elements
to the celebration of Chanukah in pedagocical institutions, combin­
ing traditional patterns with a stronger emphasis on the national and
military dimension of the holiday's legend.

Unlike the Galician communities confronted with competing ten­
dencies of acculturation and a growing antisemitism, and unlike the
relatively young Jewish communities in the Russian metropoles,
Congress Polish J ews were less attracted by this early Zionist inven­
tion of tradition. Un til the middle of the 1890s, the Hovevei Zion
did not succeed in organizing well-publiciz ed Chanukah celebrations.
Nahum Sokolow , editor of the assimilationist weekly 'Izraelita' in
Warsaw, exclaimed desperately in 1896: "Why don 't we have any
Chanukah celebrations here as they have everywhere in the West?
We have reports from Berlin, Paris and London about services, about
sermons for children and celebrations in religious schools, in all Hebrew
orphanages.?" One of the first Chanukah celebrations which can be
seen as secularized and politicizcd-r-with an interesting military dimen­
sion-r-was reported from Lodz in 1895. Its description leads to the
second type of reshaped Chanukah celebration, which was intended
to teach Jewish children national feelings. The Lodz celebration "in
honor of the Maccabees'i" took place in a Russian private school
on the initiative of Dr. Israel Jelski , the German-born preacher of
a reform-orientated private synagogue, who later became one of the

28 Peterburgskaja letopis, in Voschod N° 49 (1890), col. 1253.
19 Nahum Sokolow, "Pogadanki," in Irraelita (Warsaw) N° 48 (1896), p. 419.
10 Beta, "Kronika," in lzraelita N° 2 (l 895), p. 14.
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outstanding figures of Co ngress Polish Zionism ," gave "a rather long
speech" at the celebra tion. The pupils demonstrated their linguistic
skills and "sang the song of the Maccab ees." Finally, the best student,
whose family origina ted from Carycin, was awa rded a medal. "In
addition, Colonel K.W. Cerpeckij , commander of the local infant ry,
sent a Ru ssian ornamented book to be offered as an award to the
most alert student." As has been argued elsewhere, the inception of
the two central political movements am ong the J ews in Co ngress
Poland, Zionism and the Workers' movement, is closely linked to
the immigra tion of Ru ssian J ews.32 The details of the Lodz celebra­
tion demonstrate this close link of loyalty of parts of these immi­
grant J ewish families with the local Ru ssian establishment.

The nationalistic dimension in Chanukah celebrations consisted
mostly in a combina tion of history lessons, which replaced telling
the Cha nukah as a religious legend, with mu sical entertainment,
games, and eventually the traditional distributi on of gifts. T he num er­
ous celebrations in schools-preferably in a cheder metukan or a sim­
ilar institution- were regularly described as having a strong pedagogical
tendency. They often were administered with the demier dn of pedagogy.
Thus, we learn of a Cha nukah celebration in a school supported by
the Society for the Spreading if Enlightenment in 1898 where a latema
magica served to illustrate the story of the Maccabeans." A similar
proceeding is reported from Lublin in 1903. Here, the Russian-jewish
teacher in a cheder metukan "elucidated the most importan t moments
in J ewish history in general and the historical meaning of Cha nukah
in particular with the help of moving pictures."!' T he religious leg­
end was transformed into history-Chanukah was secularized and

31 J oseph Goldstein, "T he Beginnings of the Zionist Movement in Congress Poland :
T he Victory of the Hasidim over the Zionists?" in Polin 5 (1990), pp. 117- 25.

32 Francois Guesnet, " '\ Vir mussen \Varschau unb edingt russisch machen' Die
Mythologisierun g der russisch-jiidischen Zuwanderung ins Konigreich Polen zu
Beginn unseres J ahrh underts am Beispiel eines polnischen Trivialromans," in Ge­
schichtliche My then in den Literaturen Ostmiuel- und Siidosteuropas, ed. Eva Behring et aI.,
(Stuttgart, 1999) (Steiner), pp. 99- 116; Franc ois Guesnet, "Migration et stereotype.
Le cas des J uifs russes au Royaume de Pologne a la fin fu XIX· siecle," in Cahiers
du Monde russe, 41 (2000) 4, pp . 505-5 18; Fran cois Guesnet, "Khevres and Akhdes:
the Change in J ewish Self-organization in the Kingdom of Poland before 1900 and
the Bund," in J ewish Politics in Eastern Europe. TI e BUild at 100, ed. J ack J acobs
(London, 200 1), pp. 3- 12.

33 Peterburskaja letopis, Voschod N° 49 (1898), col. 1800.
3' Albert Lederer, Korrespondencj a, in Izraelita 3 (1903), p. 31.
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instrumentalized. The hopes of those organizing th ese new celebra ­
tions appear in a description from Moscow in th e yea r 1886:

In a private house, a Maccabean morn ing for school girls was organ­
ized yesterday. In addition to the girls, who formed a group of 40,
many distinguished guests took part . . . T he school girls read a color­
ful story of the 'Maccabeans.' After the guests had been served a meal,
dances and children's games amused them . . . Thus, the children were
happy the whole day. On e can hope that this morning party made
an unforgettable impression on the children, and may God give that
this first good seed, sown with all the best intentions in the children's
heart s, will bring a rich harvest."

Riflecting the invention

Most J ewish encyclope dias do not refer to th e holid ay's rcshaping.l"
with one significan t exce ption . In th e first volume of th e ]udisches
Lexikon, published in 1927 , Max J oseph, a rabbi in Pomerania , wrote
at th e end of th e article on Chanukah:

These last decades, the re-awakening of the J ewish self-consciousness
and , even more important , the national-j ewish idea, lead to a greate r
significance of this holiday and to all kinds of celebrati ons in J ewish
associations, which are meant to promote the holiday."

The rabbi made a clear distin ct ion between ideological versus tra­
ditional cele bra tions, although he was not necessarily an advocate of
th e former. H e nevertheless sta ted wh at few others had noticed : th e
re-design of th e J ewish holiday's hierarch y. One of th e protagonist s
of this red efinition of J ewish holidays, H aim Zhitlovskij, defined thi s
goal explicitly in a 1908 article referin g to the C zcrnowitz Conference."
It deals with th e complex relation between religious traditions and
modernity. Zhitlovskij stated th at "the eigh t days of Chanukah have

35 Ibn Kasin, Korrespondencja (Moskva), 15.12.1886, in Voschod N° 50/5 1 (1886),
21.12.1886 , col. 1375.

36 Cf. 171eJewish Encyclopedia (New York and London, 190 Iff. ); EVlIj skqja Enciklopedija
(St. Peterburg, 1908- 1914); Jiidisches Lexikon (Berlin, 1927- 30); Encyclopaedia Judaica
(Berlin, 1928- 34); The Universal J ewish Encyclopedia (New York, 1939-43); Encyclopaedia
J udaica (Jerusalem , 1971- 72).

37 J iidisches Lexikon (Berlin, 1927- 30), cols. 1326-28, citation 1328.
3" Haim Zh itlovskij, "Di natsional-poetisc vidergeburt fun der iidiser religie," in

Geklibene verk (New York , 1955), pp . 219- 56. This article was brought to my atten­
tion again through my dea r colleague Delph ine Bechtel.
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to be lifted almost to the same height and sanctity as Pessach, because
the conten t of Chanukah is almost identical with Pessach-r-the
victorious fight of the people for its freedom and indepcndence.Y"
Considering the centrality of Pessach, the task is not a small one,
and the author concedes this by saying that Chanukah is to be ele­
vated almost to the same sanctity as Pessach . The precondition for
this rapprochement was to divest both holidays, almost completely,
of their religious substance and to choose a secularized focus on the
notion of people and nation, freedom and independenc e-as opposed
to one of man and God, J ews and the covenant. The intention of
the Zionist pionieers like Birnbaum, Zhitlovski and many others is
obvious: to offer a redefined, con stitutive political myth or mythomo­
teur, to use the term of Anthony Smith. Not Pessach, or at least not
Pessach alon e is thus viewed as the focus of J ewish tradition-but
Chanukah with its weapons, hero es and victories, too . It was not to
be conceived as a holid ay to distribute shoes to poor school chil­
dren, but an occasion to confront the glorious past with the needs
of the contemporary national re-awakening. Dr. Salz spoke in Lemberg
of J ewry 's "atomization in small and antagonisti c factions" as the
"inner enemy" of J ewry. Similarly, Smith interprets "ethnicism as
fundamentally defensive. It is a response to outside threats and divi­
sions within." '10

The comparison of the situation in Vienna or Lemberg with devel­
opments in Russian Poland indicates that different cultural and polit­
ical settings can lead to alternative strategies within the same ethnicity.

In Russian Poland, the early Zionist movem ent subsists for a long
tim e as a small and single milieu movem cnr'l -e-that of the Russian­
J ewish immigrants. They streamed into this economically-booming
part of the Russian Empire from the crushed Polish uprising in 1863
onwards. The lack of understanding and animosity which the early
Zionists encoutered in their att empts to agitate among Polish Jews
are well documented."

3'1 Ibid., 24 1.
m Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins ofNations (O xford, 1986), pp. 57IT.
"1 Goldstein, "T he Beginnings of the Zionist Movement . . .," pp . 114-30.
"2 Szacki, Geshichte, vol. 3, p. 385; Goldstein, "Beginnings," p. 119; Gershon Bacon,

"La societe ju ive dans Ie royaume de la Pologne du Con gres (1 860- 1914)," in La
societe j uive ii travers l'histoire, vol. I, ed. Shmuel Trigano (Paris, 1993), pp . 623-64
(here 632).
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T his mutual dislike and distrust may be illustra ted by a recollec­
tion of T svi Hi rsh Mas ljanski, agitat ing in Lithuania and Poland for
the H ovevei Zion after its legalization in the beginning of 1890.
Coming to Warsaw to promote Hib at Zion , he speaks in the Ohel
Moshe, a synagogue founded in 1884 by Ru ssian J ews. "I could speak
neither in front of j ewish Poles' nor of 'Polish hasidim,' beca use the
first regard nationalism and Hib at Zion as treachery aga inst their
Polish patri otism, and the latt er, as epicur ism. So I had to stay with
the third faction , my brethren the poor Litvaken. "~:l In a significant
anecdote from his work as an agitator, Masljanski relates how he
comes to Lodz , the capital of capitalism, not to buy or to sell wool
or cotton, but as a commis-voyageur in kol-israel-goods, "kol-israel­
shore." In J anuary 1893 he is invited to speak in a synagogue , but
due to an orthodox , prob ably hasidic, denunciation , he is arrested
as a revolutionary and nihilist. Only after the intervention of Chi ef
Rabbi Majsel and of a prominent Ru ssian J ewish entrepreneur, "ayner
fun di moskver aroysgetribene," as Masljanski pu ts it, is he set free."
This episode illustrates the intensity with which Congress-Polish ortho­
doxy fought the new secular ideology of J ewish nationalism.

With no hope of gaining influence th rough schools, as was the
case in Galicia as well as in Ru ssia, the Zionist pioneers staged their
first successful campaign in 1884. T he occasio n was the 100th birth­
day of Moses Montefiore, especially popular among Polish and Ru ssian
J ews thanks to his intercession with the empero r's court (which proved
to have little success) and his well-known close connection to the
Holy Land." It should be noted that the haluka-money of Polish
origin was collected in Warsaw and then transfered to Montefiore
in London, who took care for its transfer to Palestine. Itzhak Grun­
baum, the most prominent polish Zionist, reco unts:

In this search, the Hovevei Zion hit upon Moses Montefiore, who at
this time had ju st completed his hundredth year and around whom
numerous legends circulated. T he people saw in him the Redeemer

H Zvi Hirsch Maslyanski, Maslyanskis zidzTOnot.jirzigjahr leben un kempfn (New York,
1924), pp . 75ff.

II Ibid., pp. 8 1-85.
~ ', See Diaries qf Sir Moses and Lad;' Monufiore, ed. Louis Lowe, (London, 1890) (fac­

simile edition London 1983), pp . 325-352; Szacki, Geshichte, Vol. 2, 85-89; Israel
Bartal, "Moshe Montefiore v'crez israel ," in Katedra 33 (1984): 149- 60; Chimen
Abramsky, "T he Visits to Russia," in the Century qf Moses Monufiore, ed. Sonia and
V.D. Lipman (London, 1985), pp . 255-65.
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and Savior, who personified the idea of Erez Israel and the work for
its benefit . Shefer , i.e. Shaul Pinhas Rabinowich suggested making the
festivities surrounding Montefiore's hundredth birthday into a large
demonstration for the cause of Hibat Zion and the colonization of
Palestine. The suggestion had two aim s: One was to rouse the peo­
ple, to direct their att ent ion to the settlement work in Erez Israel and
by this means to expand the financial basis of the movement."

First the Hovevei Zion had Montefiore 's portrait printed and sold.
Many tens of thousands of copies of this picture must have been
sold, for the proceeds for the movement amounted to 30,000 silver
rubles. On the occasion of Montefiore's birthday and around Chanukah,
the members of the movement founded their own prayer house,
which was accordingly named "Ohel Moshe," seen by the local press
as a club of Russian J ewish merchants." Likewise, the members of
the movement in Praga, who also were members of the city's Hevra
kadisha [burial society], wrote a letter of congratulation to Montefiore."
It should be noted that the Litvakim had at that time no right to
burial in the new Warsaw cemetery (near Powazki), but had to con­
tent themselves with the poor people's cemetery in Praga." Obviously,
this is the reason for the close connection between the authochto­
nous yishuv of Praga, the nucleus of the Warsaw community, with
the immigrants. This relat ionship goes back to the late 1850s, when
the first RussianJews immigrated and became memb ers of the Hevra
kadisha.'" In this letter, sixty-one "burghers of Praga near Warsaw,"
of which 35 identify themselves as members of the Hovevci Zion ,
thank Montefiore for his life-long interventions "in the land of Egypt ,
Syria, Babylon, Damaskus and Morocca." They remind him of the
visit in 1846, during which he had consented to become the hon­
orary president of Praga's H evra kadisha, which has been att ested
to and sealed by the society in its record book." The protocols of

46 Icchak Grunbaum , ..('arys historji sjoniemu (Krakow, 1930), p. 125.
47 /zraelita (Warsaw) I (1885), Swiatla i cienie, 4.
48 This was one of thousands of letters and telegrams received by Moses Montefiore

on the occasion; see Marilyn Lehrer and Peter Salinger, "T he T estimonials and
the Legend," in The Century if Moses Alontefiore, pp. 349~6 1.

49 Maslyanski, Maslyanskis zichronot, p. 75.
50 The first Russian J ew to be prominent member of the Hevra was Zalman

J akob ben Lejb Halevi J awitz, a tobacco manufacturer of Lithuanian origin. His
first official function within the fraternity dates back to 1859; Pinkas hahevra kadisha
dpraga, Central Archives for the History of the J ewish People, J erusalem, PL 4, 210.

5 \ This letter is housed in the Mocatta Library, London , and has been brought



242 FRAN90IS GUESNET

th e Hevra kadisha of Praga , which are preserved in the Central
Archives for the Hi story of th e J ewish People in J erusalem, in the
form of a transliteration dating from 1911 , records three honorary
presidents: Shmuel Zbitkower , the founder of the Praga cemetary,
Szaja Muskat, for a long period Hasidic Rabbi of Praga , and J 6zef
Epstein , a maskilic banker and founde r of th e enlarged Warsaw
J ewish hospital. There is, however , no mention of Moses Montefiore
or a Moses ben Yosef

Eric Hobsbawm writ es that traditions may be invented wh en "old
institution s with established fun ctions" are adapted for new purposes.
T hus, a "largely facticious continuity" is crea ted." To appoint Monte­
fiore ret rospectively as honor ary president of the burial socie ty of
Praga create d a link between his popularity (deriving in Congress
Poland especially from his support for th e yishuv) and th e national
orien tation of those honoring him . Such a rather convoluted procedure
was necessitat ed by the strongly hos tile enviro nme nt of th e J ewish
national movem en t within a hasidisic-dorninated J ewish community.

The historical rep ositioning of Chanukah took place in th e early
decades of th e 20th century and reached far beyond Eastern Europe.
In a po lemic between a Zionist and an observer about J ewish edu­
cation,' published by Elia s Auerbach in Martin Bub er 's Zioni st peri­
odical DerJude, the focal events of J ewish history ar e th e victory of
the Maccab ees, th e destruction ofJ erusalem and th e Exodus: "W hy
should we not impress th e soul of the child by telling about the
Maccab eans , about the destruction of J erusalem, about the Exodus
from Egypt and thus directly lead him to what is essentiali'Y" Thus,
Zhitlowski's proposal of a rapprochement of Pessach and Chanukah was
realized by Germ an J ews during World War One. This tim ing of
the elevation of Chanukah comes as no surp rise, as th e war led to
an unparalleled coope ra tion among th e different political factions of
German J ewry, "which aime d both at assisting East European Jews
suffering the miseries of war an d at furthering specific German war

to my knowledge through Marilyn Leh rer, whom I wish to thank for her kind
assistance.

5; Hob sbawm, Invention, p. 6.
51 Elias Auerb ach , "Traditionclles und nationales Judentum. Ein Gcsprach uber

judische Erziehung," in DerJ ude I (19 16/ 19 17), pp . 244 -49 (citation on p. 247).
54 Michael Brenn er, TI e Renaissance ofJewish Culture in Weimar Germany (New Haven

and Lond on , 1996), p. 34.
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interests in the East."!' Attention to German war interests necessi­
tate d full support for the armed conflict as such, leading to the link­
age of Chanukah and Pessach in the German J ewish public sphere.
Thus, Martin Buber publi shed in his Jiidischer Verlag one year later ,
and second after Had gadia, a book devoted to Pessach, the book
Moaus <UT. Ein Chanukkahbuch, integrat ing the religious and national
dimension of the holiday.P In a similar vein, Alexander Eliasberg ,
an important translator and publisher for Hebrew and Yiddish lit­
era ture, published in the Neue J iidische Monatshefte" his translation of
a short story by I.L. Per etz." Peretz describes an officer of the T sarist
army, a bapti sed J ew, who tries to rem emb er the cycle of J ewish
holidays. This effort leads him to think of Ch anukah , and of his
own heroic conduct during the Crimean war. Thus, Peretz skillfully
suggests the heroic potential not only of J ews but of the J ewish tra­
dition itself. The translat ion and publication by Eliasberg during
World vVar One can be und erstood as enha ncement of J ewish con­
sent with the ongoing war ."8 It is therefore not surprising that under
Nazi rule in Germany, Chanukah was again re-interpreted by German
J ews. As the former Berlin rabbi, J oachim Prin z, rememb ers from
this dark period , Cha nukah was a holiday of crucial meaning:

But the climax of all, probably, was Ch anukah . T he German J ews
had adj usted Chanukah to Christmas [. . .J it looked very much like
a Christmas celebration [. . .J but now under Hitler, an d quite natu­
rally, it was the Cha nukah story which interested us most: T he battle
of a handful ofJ ews called the Maccabees against overwhelming majori­
ties. J ews are not cowards, we said. Here is the story of the Maccabees,
and it is proof of J ewish courage and stamina , and above all, of their
ability to be victorious.l"

55 Berlin 1918.
5<; Co mp o ibid., 33- 35.
57 J.L. Perez, "Cha nukkah ," trans. Alexander Eliasberg, in NeueJiidisclze Monatshefle

2 (10. 12. 19 17) 5, pp. 119-1 21.
oR Co ncerning the intentions of various German J ewish political factions during

World War I see Egmont Zechlin, Die deutsehe Politik und die Juden im Ersten Weltkrieg
(Gottingen, 1969), chapters 17- 23, and also Saul Friedlander, "Die po litischen
Vera nderungen der Kriegszeit und ihre Auswirkungen auf die Judenfrage," in Deutsches
Judmtum in Kn'eg und Revolution 1916-1923, ed. Wern er Mosse (T ubingen, 1971), pp .
27- 65, here 30-37. For an in-depth analysis of the complex attitudes of Germa n
J ews during WW I see David A. Brenn er , Marketing Identities: 'The lnuention ifJ ewish
Eihniciiy in 'Ost und West' (Detroit, 1998), chapter five.

..'. J oachim Prinz, "A Rabbi under the Hitler Regime," in Gegmwart im Riickblick.
Festgabefiit die J iidisehe Gemeinde <.u Berlin 25 Jahre naclt dem Neubeginn, eds. Herbert A.
Strauss, Kurt R . Gro ssmann (Heidelberg, 1970), pp . 231- 238 (citation 236).



244 FRAN9 0IS G UESNET

The belligerant 20th century knew numerous occasions to empha­
sise the military dimension of the Ch anukah legend and to connect
J ewry with military undertakings. Thus, Ofer Shif established the
spec ific meaning of Chanukah for Reform Judaism in the United
States during World War II . T his served as a largely secular, ide­
alized interpretation to appeal to J ewish-American as citizens con­
tributing to the struggle for freedom.?! It was the military dimension
of the holiday which made it useable in the first years of Israeli
statehood for the promotion of national unity and pride, as has been
shown by Eliezer Don Yehiah and Shmuel Doran."

There was no ethnic mobili zati on amo ng the largest parts of
Central and Eastern European J ewries toward the end of the 19th
century . What we can observe, however , is an appropriation of dis­
courses emanating from J ewish religious tradit ions in an attempt to
legitimize a new secular worldview and a bourgeois-based political
movement throu gh specific stra tegies- both aesthetic and political.
The potenti al of this movement depended first and foremost on the
cohesiveness of socio-religious traditi ons. Both in Austria an d Ru ssia,
for sha rply different reasons, this coherence was seriously eroding in
the period under considera tion. In contrast, J ewish Congress Poland
featured a resurgent orthodoxy showing no sign of "dissolution of
the social and authority ties." This constitutes a prerequisite not only
for the inventi on of traditions but for the rise of nationalism as well,
as has been show n by Miroslav Hroch in his studies concern ing
nationalism am ong the "sma ll nations" in eastern centra l Europe .F
In central regions of Polan d, J ewish nationalism failed as a political
stra tegy well into \Vorld \Var O ne. The J ews then became an imp or-

sn Ofer Shif, " tekse hahanuka kderekh ht moddut shel hayah ad ut hareformit­
am er ikani t 'im hashoa," in Mhkare hag (1997), pp . 186-1 93.

,>I These more recen t exemples of how C ha nukah was instrument alized deserve
deeper analysis than the cur rent trea tment. See Don-Yehiya , "Hanukka and the
Myth of the Maccabees in Zioni st Ideology and in Israeli Society," in .Jewish .Journal
qf Sociology 34 (1992), pp . 1, 5- 23; Shmuel Doran, " l\ l' hag hah anuka I'h ag haha sh­
rnon a 'im -r-t smichat av she l 'hag lc'umi' tsioni ," in Mhkare hag (1998) 29-53. In a
nation al-religious pe rspective (Haim?) Sitbon emphasizes, with reference to the Rav
Kook, the compleme nta ry charac ter of both eleme nts, the religious on the one side
and the nation al and milit ary dimen sion , sta ting that there is no contradiction
between these three compo nents; H .!\l. Sitbon, "C ha nukah- hag dat i 0 hag le' umi:',"
in Esh'a .Jammu 53 (5758), 124-1 31.

m Compo e.g. Mi roslav H roch , "De I'ethnici te a la nation . Un chemin oublie
ver s la moderni te," in Anthropologie et sociites 19 (1995) 3, 71-86.
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tant factor in the political strategies of the German and Austrian
occupier ." On the one hand, Zionist s, non-Zionist Jewish national­
ists as well as orthodox and socialist J ewish groups and parties devel­
oped conside rable political ac tivities under th e relatively liberal
occupation administration." Though this is not the place to develop
this hypothesis in detail, it seems appropriate to speak of Jewish eth­
nic mobilization as no t specifically linked to the Zionist movement
for this period of political turmoil, reflecting the ethnic dimension
of politi cal conflict in the region during this period in general."
When the German military administration declared Polish indepen­
dence as one of its political objectives, the Polish-jewish relationship
becam e one of national and ethnic conflict, and generated a hitherto
unknown dynamic. I"

ti l One may cite as examples the influential con cepts of German Zionis ts, pr e­
pared for the military administra tion in occupied Poland, concerning the pacifica tion
of Eastern Ce ntral Europe with the help of Eastern Europea n Jewry. These were
regarded as necessary allies in securing German political and cultura l hegemony
and econom ic contro l in these regions; see Zechlin, Die deutsehe Politik, p. 196.

I;, Mat thias Morgenstern , Von Frankfurt naehJ erusalem. Isaac Breuer und die Gesclziehte
des 'Austrittsstreits' in del' deutsch-judischen Orthodoxie (T ubingen, 1995), pp . 39- 8 1; Gershon
Bacon , 77ze Politics ofTradition. Agudat Yisrael in Poland, 1916-1 939 (Je rusalem, 1996),
pp . 34- 44. A fascinat ing testimony of the politics of the orthodox Germ an "rab­
ban im-dokto rim" (Mordehai Breuer) has been publ ished by Alexand er Ca rlebach,
"A German Rabbi Goes East," in Leo-Baeck-Institute rear Book VI (196 1), pp. 60-121.

I;'> Dan Diner , DasJ ahrhundert ierstehen. Eine uniaersalhistorische Deutung (Munich, 1999),
chapter I.

1;1; Zechlin, Deutsche Politik, pp. 199-205. See also Paul Roth , Die politisehe Entuncklung
in KongrdJpolen iodhrendderdeutsehen Okkupation (Leipzig, 1919); \Vern er Co nze, Polnisclze
Nation und deutsehe Politik im Ersten Weltkrieg (Cologne and Graz , 1953).





TROUBLE AT THE BEZALEL:
CONFLICTING VISIONS OF ZIONISM AND ART

Inka Bertz
Jewish Mu seum , Berlin

The founding of the Bezalel Arts and Crafts School in J erusalem in
1906 was one of Zionism 's most ambitious proj ects in the field of
culture . However , the early years of the school's existence were over­
shadowed by constant conflict over whether the school should train
artis ts or craftsmen, over the creation of a new Jewish style for the
Bezalel's products and over issues of administration between the insti­
tut e's founder and director , the sculptor Boris Schatz on the one
side, and the Bezalel Association 's Board in Berlin , head ed by Otto
Warburg, on the oth er .

The history of Bezalcl has been described in the Israel Mu seum 's
exhibition catalogue of 1983, Ilona Oltuski's Frankfurt docto ral thesis
of 1988, and by Margaret Olin .' The conflict to be an alyzed here
has mostly been described as a confrontation between an idealistic
artist and cultural Zionist on the one side and the Berlin technocrats
without understanding for artistic issues on the other ." Are-reading
of the source-material preserved in the Central Zionist Archives (CZA)
and the Municipal Archives in J erusalem (MAl) will lead to a new
interpretation and present us in a nu tshell with reflections of larger
Issues.

On the surface, the tedious exchange of letters between J erusalem
and Berlin reads like the deteriorat ion of contradicting conceptions
of the nature and the goals of the new institution, issues that seem
not to have been clarified sufficiently beforehand. But on a deeper

1 Gideon Ofrat-Friedlander, "T he Periods of Bezalel," in Bezalel 190 6--1929, ed.
Nurit Shilo-Cohen (Je rusalem: Israel Museum, 1983); Ilona Oltuski, Kunst und Ideologie
des Bezalel in Jerusalem. Ein Versuch rur judischen ldentitdtsfindung (Frankfur t/ Main:
Kunstgeschichtliches Inst. d. Johann -Wolfgang-Goethe-Univ. [diss.], 1988); Margaret
Olin, IkeNation without Art. Examining Modern Discourses onJewish Art (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 200 I), pp . 35-54.

1 Arthur Ruppin, Briif», Tagebucher, Erinnerungen (Konigstein/ T s.ijuedischer Verlag­
Athena eum, 1985), pp . 23 1-232, indicates an opposite bias.
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level, it can be understood as a document of a "clash of cultures"
within the proj ect of establishing a new culture . These antagonisms
were based on different visions of the new J ewish society, of Jewish
art, of the national character of art in general, and of the position
of the artist in society. They reflected preconcept ions that were intro­
duced into the proj ect by its key players and their very different cul­
tural backgrounds. And yet they had never been openly addressed
because they seemed to be covered by the Zioni st vision shared by
everyone involved .

Boris Schatz

T he initiator of the Bezalel was the sculptor Boris Schatz." Born in
Vorna near Kovno in Lithuan ia in 1867,1 he went to a Yeshiva in
Vilna, but soon left it for the local art school. There he met his
future teacher , the famous Russian-jewish sculptor Mark Antokolski ."
After a short stay at the Warsaw arts and crafts school, he followed
him to Paris to be his pupil and assistant from 1890 until 1896.
While in Paris Schatz also studied with the sculptor Alexandre
Falguiere" and the painter Fernand Cormon.' Both artists becam e

l Boris Schatz, Boris Schate. His lift and Work part I, ed. Joseph Klausner (Jerusalem:
1925); Marcus Ehrenpreis, "Boris Schatz," in Ost und West 3,5 (1903), pp . 305-31 8;
Yigal Za lmona , "Professor Boris Schatz", in Bezalel (1983): 125-1 58; Oltuski (1988),
pp . 14-23; Olin (200 1), pp. 37- 53.

+ 1867 is given as the dat e of birth in Encyclopedia ] udaica; T hieme Becker ,
Winninger and Schatz's auto biography in Klausner (1925), p. 3; Zalmon a (1983),
p. 127 and Universal Jewish Encyclopedia give 1866. Scha tz died on a fundr aising trip
to Denver, Colorado, in 1932.

5 Mark Antokolski (Wilna 1842-1902 Bad Homburg), sculptor, beca me famous
with his renderings of histor ic and pat riotic subjects, and he also depicted J ewish
subjects . He was one of the most important Russian sculptors of his generation.
M. Rajner , "T he Awakenin g of J ewish Na tiona l Art in Russia," J ewish Art 16/1 7
(1990/ 9 1): 98- 121.

Ii Alexandre Falguiere (T oulouse 1831-1 900 Paris), sculptor, create d several pub­
lic monuments of historical personalities, but becam e famous for his numerou s nud es
in exalted poses - "un poeu: du dishabille" - with a strong sense of nat ura lism, for
movement, but less so for monum entality.

7 Fernand Cormon (Paris 1845- 1924 Paris), painter , is known for his conserva­
tive att itude , bu t also for being the teacher of artis ts such as Henri de Toulouse­
Lautr ec, Vincent van Gog h and Emile Bern ard. Destremau, F. "L'atclier Co rmon
(1882- 1887)," Archives de l'artfrancais. Bulletin de la societe de l'histoire de l'arifrancais 5 1
(1996): 172-1 84.
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famous for their renderings of historic and genre scenes in a natu­
ralistic manner, and received numerous commissions for public mon­
uments and decorations of public buildings. Schatz could hardly have
chosen more conservative teachers. At a time when the arts war
between modernists and conservatives was hardly over, this choice
implied a conscious decision. Schatz probably followed the advice of
his master Mark Antokolski, who regarded the aesthetic positions of
these artists as in line with his own.

Mark Antokolski, famous in Russia for his depiction of Ivan the
Terrible and other patriotic gestures, still belonged to the genera­
tion of the Peredvishniki, the "Wanderers." In their concept, art had
to be national art, expressing "the spirit of the people", and at the
same time being comprehensible to "the people", since its task was
to educate "the people." Therefore, true national art demanded a
realistic style and popular subject matter. Schatz, as well, grew up
with these ideas . While still a student in Vilna, as he recalled in his
autobiography, he became familiar with the writings of Nikolai
Chernishevski and Nikolai Dobroludov," the theoretical heads of the
"Wanderers." For the development of his aesthetic and social ideas,
the influence of 19th century Russian art and Antokolski in partic­
ular were crucial." There even is an indication that it was Antokolski
himself who gave him the idea for what later became the Bezalel. 10

And it is here that the foundations of Boris Schatz's fiercely anti­
modernist position were laid. II

In 1895 Schatz was invited to Sofia by Ferdinand of Sachsen­
Coburg-Gotha-Kohary, who had been elected Prince - later Tsar ­
of Bulgaria in 1887. There he participated in establishing the young
nation's art academy, which was to educate drawing teachers for
schools, but also painters and sculptors." In Bulgaria, as in other
movements of national artistic revival, the documents of the art of

8 Klausner (1925), p. 28.
9 Oltuski (1988), p. 17, pointed out the importance of Russian 19th century art

theory for Schatz .
10 Olin (2001), p. 37, referring to the Yiddish author Leo Konig.
II Zalmona (1983), p. 147, notes 22, 23; Schatz, quoted in Otulski (1988), p. 15,

note 8; Grigori J. Sternin, Das Kunstleben RujJlands an der Wende Dam neunzehnten rum
nuanrigsten Jahrhundert (Dresden: VerI. d. Kunst , 1976), pp . 26-36.

11 Olin (2001), p. 40; Bogdan Filov, Geschichte der bulgarischen Kunst unter der tiirkischen
Herrschoji und in der neueren Zeit (Berlin/ Leipzig: 1933) (= Grundrifl der slavischen Philologie
und Kulturgeschichte, ed. R. Trautmann and M. Vasmer, Vol. 12), pp. 56~80. Founded
in 1896, the school was transformed into an arts-and-crafts school in 1908.
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Boris Schatz (left) with administrators in the Bezalcl office in Ethiopia
Street, 1908

Photograph, Central Zionist Archive, J erusalem

the past were studied: icon s and folk art. Schatz worked for the
revival of a national Bulgarian art, creating public monuments and
developing a "Nco-Bulgarian" decorative style combining elements
of traditional ornam entation with those of art nouveau-effort s that were
rewarded with gold medals at the world fairs in Paris in 1900 and
in St . Louis in 1904.

After completing several commissions for public monuments and
an album presented to the Ru ssian T sar, Schatz turned to J ewish
subjects. By 1903 he had created a series of "Golus-types," reliefs
of types of Shtetllife, similar to those works of his teacher Antokolski."
They made him known in J ewish circles while simultaneously the
Bezalel-p roject was in its incubation period. The first mention of the
Bezalel proj ect we know of is a letter from Boris Schatz to Herzl ,
written in 1902,1+ shortly after the Fifth Zionist Congress, where

I I Ehrenprcis (1903).
II Thcodor Herzl, Brief) und Tagebiirher, cd. Alex Bein et al., Vol. 6 (Frankfurt/ M.:

Propylaecn, 1993), pp . 417-4 18; Kokesch and Hcrzl to Schatz, 29 J anu ary 1902.
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Martin Buber had given his speech about J ewish art. The letter was
followed by a meeting early in 1903,1 5 but it was not until fall 1905
that the founding of the Bezalel was underway. In December Schatz
moved to J erusalem, and in March 1906 the Bezalel started work­
ing, devoting all the years to come to this ~ his ~ proj ect.

Otto Warburg

It was not before the gene ra l shift of power with in the Zionist
Organization towards the "practical" Zionists that the proj ect of the
Bezalcl could be realized. In contrast to H erzl, who se goal was to
obtain a cha rter from the Turkish Sultan to put J ewish settlement
in Palestine on a basis of intern ational law, the practical Zionists
favored immediate settlement activities. O tto Warburg was a key
figure in the development of these ac tivities," along with Chaim
Weizmann, Arthur Ruppin and most Berlin Zion ists.

Otto Warbu rg" was born in 1859 into a well-to-do Hamburg fam­
ily of silk merchants, distan tly related to the famous Warburg Bank
and the cultural historian Aby Warburg. H e received an exclusively
secular educa tion and became a botani st, specializing in tropical
plants, especially in the development of plants and their economic
use. By the 1890s he had acquired an international reputation in
this field and became involved with the German Colonial Society,
an independent advisory body to the Colonial Department , as well
as editor of the periodical Der Tropentflaneer. In 1892 he was appointed
professor at the University of Berlin , and in 1908 published his
influenti al Kulturpflanren der Weltwirtschqfi.

15 Herzl, Briefe und Tagebiicher, Vol. 7, p. 68, Herzl to Ehrenpreis, 27 Febru ary
1903. The meeting betwenn Schatz and Herzl was obviously mediated by Marcus
Ehrenpreis, Chief Rabbi of Sofia.

16 J ehud a Reinharz, cd., Dokumente rur Geschichte des deutschen Zionismus 1882-1933
(T ubingen: j.C.B. Mohr, 1981); Yehuda Eloni , Zionismus in Deutschland. Von den
Anflingen bis 1914 (Gerlingen: Bleicher, 1987); Derek Penslar , Zionism and Technocracy.
The Engineering ofJ ewish Settlement in Palestine 1870 -1 918 (Bloomington: Ind iana
University Press, 1991); Adolf Bohm, DieZionistische Bewegung bis rum Ende des Weltkrieges
(T el Aviv: Hozaah Ivrith, 1935).

17 Yaacov Thon, Sifer Warburg (Je rusalem: 1948); Penslar (199 1), 60-79. No recent
biography exists. Warburg's publications include: Die aus den deutschen Kolonien exportierten
Produkte und deren Verwertung in der Industrie (Berlin: E.S. Mittler & Sohn , 1896); Syrien
als Winschcfls und Kolonisationsgebiet (Berlin: H . Paetel, 190 7); Die Zukunfl Paliistinas und
unsere Aujgaben daselbst (Wien: Juedischer Kolonisationsverein, 1906 ).
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Warburg became a Zionist in the early years of the movement
through the influence of his father-in-law Gustav Cohen," who was
a leading member of the Kolonisationsverein Esra, a philanthropic orga­
nization with close ties to the international Hovevei Zion. Cohen
and Warburg were both among H erzl's earliest supporters in Germany
and became personal friends of his. Warburg, for example, provided
Herzl with material for his novel Altneuland. Unlike Herzl, Warburg
had always been in favor of practical settlement proj ects. He devel­
oped schemes to settle Rumanian J ews along the newly built Anatolian
Railway, as well as in Cyprus and Mesopotamia. To finan ce these
projects he often drew from his person al funds or formed alliances
with non-Zionist associations, such as the J ewish Colonization Associa­
tion and Esra.

It was only after his visit to Palestine and the sixth Zionist Congress
tha t he became more active in the Zioni st O rganizat ion . He was
elected cha irma n of the Zionistische Kommission zur Etforschung Paldstinas
(Palestine Commission) and established the periodical Altneuland, later
named Paldstina. Already at that time he initiated the pu rchase of
land by the J ewish National Fund and the J ewish Colon ial Association ,
and encourage d private investments in settlement projects. He founded
numerous institutions and bodies that were involved in the development
of the country, such as the Olive-Tree-Fund of the Jewish National
Fund (1 904), the experimental agricultural station in Atlit (19 11), the
Palestine Land Development Company (1908) and the Paldstina­
Industrie-Syndicat (1907).

In 1911 Warburg replaced David WolfTsohn as the head of the
World Zionist Organiz ation and remained in office until 1920. After
the First World War he dedicated himself to scientific work as head
of the botany department and the Institute of Na tural History of
Palestine at the Hebrew Un iversity. Also, he continued his efforts to
crea te an economic basis for the new J ewish settlements, for example
by establishing the Palestine Grap efruit Orange Company.

Especially in his early proj ects Warburg applied models ad opted
from the German Colonial Office to promote nation-building ends
in Palestine. He tried to attract intern ational capital, and "strove to

18 Gu stav Co hen (H amburg 1830-1 906 Hamburg) had written a brochure about
DieJuderifrage unddie <.ukurift in 1881, publ ished in 1891. His son-in-law Otto Warb urg
joined the Berlin com mittee of Esra in 1894.
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Otto Warburg (left) and Heinrich Lowe (right), standing in front of the
entrance door to the Berlin University Library, 10 October, 1907

Central Zionist Archive, J erusalem

develop a well-balanced, productive and profitable economy.t"? Socialist
ideas were of no great concern to him. However, when it came to
nominating the head of the newly created Palestine Office of th e
Zionist Organization in 1909 , he voted for Arthur Ruppin, whose
social concepts were influenced by the Social Democratic reformism
of his day."

Within the Zionist Organization Warburg was in constant conflict
with th e faction of "political" Zionists such as David Wolffsohn and
those safeguarding the funds from risky project-making, namely
Jacobus Kann and Zalman David Levontin. But on the other hand,
Warburg did not share th e Zionistic social and cultural aspirations

19 Penslar (1991), p. 66.
20 Penslar (199 1), p. 92.
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of the Cultural Zionists of the Poale Zion. He was known, in contrast,
for his lack of interest in ideological questions." Wolffsohn's statement
that "Warburg was not a Zionist in the usual sense of the word'?"
points out the cultural difference between many of the functionar­
ies from Eastern Europe who often read Warburg's gentleman-like
behavior and mild manners as a lack of emotion and 'jewish soul .?"

Founding and organization if the Bezale!

Two years after Schatz's meeting with Herzl, the pogroms in Russia
and the Uganda-Proposal brought the immediate settlement activities
back onto the agenda of the Zionist Organization." It was the core
group of "practical" Zionists around Warburg that became active in
realizing Schatz's plan. Warburg form ed a coalition of all major
Jewish philanthropic associations. A founding committee was set up
in January 1905.25 It included Otto Warburg, Franz Oppenheimer"
and Selig Soskin ' " as members of the Zionistischen Kommission zur
Etforschung Paldstinas, and Hirsch Hildesheimer" as representative of
the Kolonisationsverein Esra. It was accompanied by an artistic committee
consisting of Schatz himself, Ephraim Mose Lilien' " and Hermann

'I Eloni (1987), pp . 239 , 260 points out that the alleged lack of ':Jewishness" of
\Varburg was held up against him in the internal conflicts of the Zionist Organization.

n Pen slar (199 1), p . 78.
23 Robert Wel tsch "T rauer um Otto Warburg," Jiidische Rundschau 36, 4 (1938),

p . 3 also mentions this.
H Ofra t-Fri edlander (1983), pp . 33- 37. The article of Ehrenpreis (1903), pub­

lished in May 1903, did not mention the project.
25 Names as given in "'Bezald' Gesellschaft zur Begrundung judi scher Hausindustrien

und Kunstgewerbe in Palastina Projekt," Altneuland I , I (1905): 11-18.
2G Franz Oppenh eimer (Berlin 1864 -1943 Los Angeles), economist and sociolo­

gist, formulated a theory of "liberal Sociali sm"; he was co-editor of the periodical
Altneuland. Alex Bein , "Franz Oppenheime r als M ensch und Zioni st," Bulletin des Leo
Baeck Instituts 7 (1964): 1-20; lVirtscluift und Gesellschaft. Franz Oppenheimer und die
Crundlagen der son alen Marktunrtsihafi; ed. Elke-Vera Kotowski (Berlin: Philo-Verlag,
1999); Fran z Oppenheim er , Mein unssenschoftlicher lVeg (Leipzig: Meiner, 1929);
Oppenheimer , Der Staat, (Frankfurt am Main : Ru etten & Loening, 1907) (= Die
Gesellschofi, Sammlung soeial-psychologischer Monograpltien, ed . Buber, M . Vols . 14/15).

27 Selig Soskin (K rimean 1873-1959 Nahariya) agronomist, plantation and irr i­
gation expert who had worked for the Hovevei Zion , served as an advisor to the
German Colonial Office, and was co-editor of the periodical Altneuland.

28 Hirsch Hildesheimer (Eisenstad t 1855-1910 Berlin) schola r, son of Esriel
Hild esheimer, was teacher at the orthodox Rabbinerseminar in Berlin and publisher
of Die Jiidische PI-esse.

29 Ephraim Mo se Lilien (18 7<1- 1925) graphic artist, was a member of Democratic
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Struck.30 On October 8th , 1905 the official constitution of the Bezalel
Committee took place." During the following months, several articles
were published to make the proj ect known." An app eal for funds
followed shortly afterwards, showing an impressive list of supporters,
including well-known benefactors , scholars and busin essmen." At the
seventh Zionist Congress Warburg asked for support from the Zionist
Organization, which was approved after a short discussion.

In its beginning, the Bezalel was not a mainly Zionist proj ect. The
first year's budget was provided by Hifsoerein der Deutschen ]uden (3,000
marks)," the Zioni st Organization (2,000 fran cs), and the Kolonisations­
verein Esra (2,000 marks ) as well as the GrqJJloge des Bne Brith (500
marks), the Baronin von Cohn-Oppenheim-Stiftung in Dessau" (300 marks),
the Odessa Committee (600 francs for a Hebrew teacher) and smaller
contributions by numerous private persons ."

The Board was formed by representatives of these organiz ations;"

fraction and co-founde r of ] iidischer Verlag; his art-nouveau designs were very popular
in Zionist circles.

30 H ermann Struck (Berlin 1876-1 944 Haifa) graphic artist, was a lead ing mem­
ber of Mierahi, popular in J ewish circles through his etched portraits of Eastern
J ews.

3 1 Warburg to Hantke, 8 O ctober 1905, CZA A 11/ 32/ 5, invitation to the meet­
ing of the boa rd . It was only one yea r later , in O ctober 1906, that the Bezalel
gave itself the legal form of a Verein. Warburg to Schatz, 15 October 1906, CZA
L 42/56; O frat-Friedlaner (1983) 35; " I. Bericht des Bezalel", Altneuland 3 (1906):
307-325.

32 Bezalel (1905); Fra nz O pp enh eimer, "Das zionistische Ansiedlu ngswcrk und
der Bezalel," Die Welt 9, 15 (1905): 7; J. Thon,"Bezalel," in Ost und West 5, II
(1905): 623- 612.

3 \ "Die Einfuhrung von Hausindu strien und die Entwicklung eines palastinensi­
schen Kunsthandwerkes," newspa per clipp ing, pr obably from ]iidische Rundschau, fall
1905, CZA L 42/287. T he list of supporters included names mainly from Berlin ,
Hamburg and Breslau. Along with Zionists like David Wolffsohn , it includes mem­
bers from Esra, Hiifsverein der deutschen ] uden an d Alliance Israelite Unioerselle, along with
severa l scholars, artists and bank ers.

3+ During this period I po und sterling = 20 Germ an marks = 20 French francs =
5 US$.

3j Wh en in 1903, Julie von Co hn-Oppe nheim, daughter of the banker Moritz
von Cohn, died, she left an estate of ca . 5 million ma rks tha t were dedicated for
phil an thropic purposes, mainly for the supp ort of the J ewish communities of Dessau
and Sachsen-Anh alt.

''' i Figures acco rding to " I. Bericht des Bezalel," Altneuland 3 (1906): 307-325;
detailed lists of contributions a nd bud gets are given in: Bericht des Bezalel. Verein eur
Verbreitung von Kunstgewerbe und Hausindustrie in Paldstina und den Nachbarldndern I (1906)­
8 (1914/ 18). One may assume that much of the Es ra's contr ibution came from
Warburg's private pocket.
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Otto Warburg as chairman and representative of the Zionist Organiza­
tion, Paul Nathan" as secretary and representative of the Hilfsverein,
Berthold Israel" as treasurer and representative of the Esra. Apart
from that, an Artistic Advisory Committee was established which
consisted of Josef Israels, Max Liebermann, Hermann Struck, Ephraim
Mo se Lilien, Julius Bodenstein" and Paul Levy," the director of the
Gladenbeck bronz e foundry in Berlin .

Meanwhile the opening of the school was being prepared : an ad­
verti sement was published to find a teacher ." The selection com­
mittee consisted of Lilien, Schatz, Struck and Ivan Mrkvicka.P the
director of the Sofia Art Academy. Out of eight candidates, they
chose Julius Rothschild," a student of Ludwig von Hofmann in
Weimar." In December 1905, Schatz, Rothschild, and Lilien trav­
eled to J erusalem via Sofia and arrived there in mid January. Two
months later , the Bezalel started operating."

However , neith er teacher stayed for long : Ephraim Mo se Lilien
had only intended to stay until the school was establish ed. Although
successful as a teacher , he did not supply the school with the urgently

37 Na mes as given in " I. Bericht des Bezalel" , Altneuland 3 (1906): 307-322.
38 Paul Nathan (Berlin 1857-1927 Berlin), social polititian , publish er, co-founder

and memb er of the Board of Hilfsverein, of Centralverein deutscher Staatsburger
judischcn Glaubens, published brochu res countering anti-semitism.

39 Berthold Israel (Berlin 1868-1935 Berlin), businessman , owner of a Berlin
department store, member of the Board of the Berlin J ewish community and of
Esra, treasurer of the Society of Friends of the Hebrew University.

10 Julius Bodenstein (Berlin 1847-1 931 Berlin) painter of landscapes and genres,
influenced by Max Lieberm ann, paint ed the interior decorations of the Berlin syn­
agogues Fasan enstrasse and Rykestrasse.

I I Paul Levy (?-?), later na med Loen ing. After his own bronze foundry had
merged with Gladenbeck in 1899, he opened the conservative Glad enbeck Company
for modern art and luxury goods. Ursel Berger "Die Bronzegiesserei Glad enb eck
in Berlin" Die Weltkunst 58 (1988), 3662-3666, here: 3663.

12 In Septemb er 1905, Ofrat-Friedlan der (1983), p. 37.
13 Ivan Vazlav Mrkvicka (or Markowitzka) (Vidim/ Bohemia 1856-1938 Prague),

painter of religious, historical and genre scenes. Born in Bohemia, he becam e the
father of Bulgarian nat ional pa inting.

H Julius Rothschild (?- ?), a drawing of his is in Bezalel 1906--1929 (1 983), p. 38.
15 Ludwig von Hofmann (Darmstadt 1861-1 945 Pillnitz) art nouveau paint er and

designer who created numerous decorative wall paintings. T ogether with the arc hi­
tect and designer Henry van de Velde, he made Weimar one of the leadin g ar t
schools of the modern movement.

16 Ofrat-Friedlander (1983), p. 37, for a discussion of the precise date of arrival
and resuming of work. A detailed acco unt of the journey is in E.M. Lilien. Brie.fe an
seine Frau, cd. Otto M. Lilien and Eve Strauss (Konigstein/ T s.: Juedischer Verlag­
Atha enaeum , 1985), pp. 7Sf.
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needed carpet designs and fell out with Schatz." Julius Rothschild
was rejected by the pupils for alleged incompetence. Already by
August 1906, Schatz had made plans to replace him." The nomi­
nation of teachers would remain one of the main points of conflict
between the Berlin-based Bezalel Association and Boris Schatz in
Jerusalem.

In spite of all the trouble we hear of, the institution grew rapidly
during the following years - maybe even too rapidly. Just two years
later, in May 1908, the school and workshops moved from their first
premises in Ethiopia Street to two large mansions on present day
Bezalel Street. They were let out to the Bezalel by the Jewish National
Fund which had acquired them from Effendi Abu Shakir. The vari­
ety of crafts taught at the school may serve as an indication of its
rapid growth: as usual in art academies of the time, drawing and
sculpture, taught before live models, was the core of the artistic edu­
cation. Apart from that, Hebrew classes and a special evening-school
for craftsmen were established. The first workshop to be opened was
the one for carpet-weaving. Others soon followed, such as silver
filigree, repousse, wood carving, stone-cutting, cane furniture, chis­
eling, lithography, lacework and even more crafts, as well as the
failed experiment of a Moshav in Ben Shemen, where Yemenite sil­
versmiths were settled to combine agriculture and handicrafts.

The number of workers rose from 100 in 1908 to 457 in 1911;
value of the goods produced from 20,000 francs in 1908 to 250,000
in 1912. For comparison: the export of Christian objets de piete was
valued at 535,000 francs in 1908 and 550,500 in 1912 after recov­
ery from a sharp drop caused by the Balkan wars ."

There were various ways to sell the Bezalel products. The most
advanced marketing strategy was certainly the special pavilion erected
near Jaffa gate , a miniature version of the Migdal David aiming at
the ever-growing number of tourists in the city. However, the most

n Schatz to Warburg, 14 August 1906, CZA L42/10 (copy book 1906, p. 167f.).
In later letters the rift became deeper; see Ofrat-Friedland er (1983), p. 37.

48 Struck to Schatz, 7 August 1906, MAJ Box 99/file I (Boris Schatz).
~9 Figures according to Bericht des Bezalel (1906- 1914/ 18) and J. Syrkin [sic']

[Nahm an] , "Das Kunstgewerbe Palastinas," Volk und Land I, 3 (19 19), 71-80; I, 4
(19 19) 112-116; see p. 76. About the J erusalem souvenir industry see Yehoshua
Ben-Arieh, Jerusalem in the 19th Century, Vol. 2: Emergence of the New Ci!y (Jerusalem/New
York: St. Mar tin's, 1986), pp . 401, 412-417 .
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common means of distribution was through exhibitions. During the
years before the First World War , sales exhibitions took place in
almost all major J ewish communities all over Central Europe and
beyond, especially around Hanuka. Bezalel products were present ed
at all Zion ist Congresses. Apart from that, the Bezalel participated
in large general exhibitions such as the Ausstellung judischer Kiinstler in
Berlin in 1907, the Tenoonstelling van Palestina in Rotterdam, Amsterdam
and the H ague in 1910, which was similar to that in Kopenhagen
in 1908, the Industry Fair in Odessa in 1911 and the Palestine
Exhibition and Bazar in London in 1912. In 1913 the Bezalel held
its first major exhibition in the US in Cincinnati . Many of these
large exhibitions were followed by smaller one s throughout the coun­
try, organiz ed by local committees for the support of the Bezalel
that had been found ed in Hamburg, Prague, Warsaw and even in
Buenos Aires between 1908 and 1912.

The economic success of the Bezalel products varied: usually they
sold better in Russia or in the centers of Eastern J ewish immigra­
tion in England and the Unit ed States, whereas they seemed to be
more difficult to sell in West ern Europe , espec ially in Germany.
From there, the complaints about design and craftsmanship were put
forward that became the next point of dispu te between Berlin and
Jerusalem .

The general funding of the Bezalel was organized through the
Berlin association . Its purpose was to collect money, to buy part of
the raw material , to ship it to J erusalem, and to organize the mar­
keting of the products. But parallel to this, the J erusalem school and
workshops started to buy raw material and sell finished products
independ ently. Not surprisingly, the budget was soon out of control.
This issue was the next constant hot spot in the relationship between
Jerusalem and Berlin. In fact, a proper accounting department was
never established. From 1908 on , the Palestine Office in Jaffa tried
to mediate and to check the books on a regular basis - without
mu ch success. During the years prior to the First World War, the
financial situation worsened. From the outset , the Bezalel had suffered
from a lack of initial capital as well as from bad management and
too fast expa nsion. Great losses were caused by the failed experi­
ment in Ben Shemen . On top of that, the Hilfsverein, still the largest
contributor of funds, pulled out of the proj ect in 1910. Apart from
lack of patience with the troubl ed proj ect, this move also reflected
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the deterioration of the relations between Zionists and liberals in
German y."

During the years prior to the First Wo rld War, several att empts
were made to reorganize the Bezalel. In 1913, Leo Estermann'" was
sent as an administrator to Jerusalem . His diagnosis was "overp ro­
duction ." He closed many departments, laying off workers from about
400 in 1913 to only 80 in March 1914. He planned to separate the
school from the workshops, which would be organized as a com­
mercial company (GmbH), whereas the school would be put under
the administration of the Palestine J ewish Board of Education , the
future Misrad Hamorim.

During the first years of the War the Bezalel continued working,
until 1917 when its premises were used as a military hospital. Boris
Schatz was arrested and exiled to Damascus. From March 1918 on ,
work was gradua lly resume d. Schatz reorganized the Bezalel, intro­
ducing many of the reforms that the Berlin Board had demanded
in the past.52 He put more emphasis on the production of arts and
crafts than on the education of artists, and sepa rated the commer­
cial activities from the school.

After the war and the German defeat , the headquarters of the
Zionist Organization moved from Berlin to London. Under its new
president Ch aim Weizmann, the Zioni st Organization formed closer
ties with Britain and the United States. The Bezalel followed this
move, also because the economic situation of German , Russian and
Polish J ewry was now such that financial support could hardly be
expected from there.

Apart from the scarce contributions from the Misrad Hamorim, the
Bezalel still depended largely on private funding. T hus, the work­
shops put large efforts into spectacular objec ts for fundraising exhi­
bitions, such as the T ora shrine, tod ay in the Spertus Mus eum in
Chicago, or the Eliahu-chair, today in the Israel Museum in J erusalem.

50 The cont roversy is described in Eloni (1987), pp. 250fI
5 \ Leo (Arje) Estermann (Lithuania 1875-1944 Tel Aviv) chemist, came from

Lithuania to Berlin and joined the student association .lung Israel and was part of
the more rad ical faction within Ger man Zionism, favoring immediate immigration
to Palestine. See Reinharz (198 1), p. 42; Eloni (1987), pp . 272-2 73.

;2 Ofrat-Friedland er (1983), pp. 99- 123; Boris Schatz "How to Encourage and
Promo te Hom e Crafts in J erusalem and in Eretz Israel in General," in Beealel (1983),
pp. 161-1 96.
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These works, as w ell as the doors of the old Bezalel Museum and
of the Bikur Holim hospital, both installed in the late 1920s, designed
by Zeev Raban and Meir Gur-Arie and still on site, shaped the
image of the Bezalel until today. Economically, however , the 1920s
were less successful. In 1927 the school had to be closed, and after
a short re-openin g, the "old" Bezalel came to an end in 1929.

Meanwhil e, criticism of the artistic and social ideas of Bezalel was
raised from outside the country." But within Palestine, too , a new
generation of arti sts had begun to adopt intern ational mod erni sm
and started to move from J eru salem to Tel Aviv. It was under the
influx of the Fifth Aliya that the "New Bezalel" was opened in 1935.
Its founding years saw almost the rep etition of the old cultural and
ideological conflicts between East ern European romanticism and
Western mod ernism" Today, the New Bezalcl still exists as the lead­
ing art school in Israel.

Common goals?

During the year 1905, in preparation for the school's founding, sev­
eral articles were published in the J ewish press. These statements ­
by the recently assembled Board of the Bezalel, Franz Oppenh eimer ,
and by J acob Thon, the assistant of Warburg and later of Arthur
Ruppin, the head of the Palestine Office in J affa - may provide
us with an insight into the intentions of the founding committee and
the call for public support of the project ."

The authors advocated the combination of economic, social and
cultural goals that was typical of political discourse in Germany at
the time, where political and economic imperialism often went hand
in hand with concepts of Sorial- and Kulturpolitik.') 6 Since the early

:.:1 For example Syrkin (19 19) and Arnold Zweig, Das neue Kanaan (Berlin: Horodisch
& Marx, 1924), p. 4.

j~ Gideo n Ofrat, Bezalel he-Hadash 1935-1955 (Je rusalem: 1987).
5', Oppenh eimer (1905); Thon (1905); Bezalel (1905); "Bezalel: The Palestine

Polytechnic, Interview for the J ewish Chronicle with Professor Ott o Warburg of
Berlin," 1906, newspaper clipping in CZA L 42/ 81 .

j ,; Das unlhelminische Bddungsburgertum. <UT Sorialgeschichte seiner Ideen, ed. Klaus
Vondung (Gottingcn: Vandcnhoeck & Ruprecht , 1976); ~IJ. Momrnsen , Biirgeduhe
Kultur und kiinstlerische Aoantgarde. Kultur und Politik tm deutschen Kaiserreich 1870-1918
(Frankfurt am Main: 1994).
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days of the movement, German Zionists especially had been dream­
ing of the Middle East as an economically flourishing region: The
Anatolian, Bagdad and Hej az railways would create the basic infra­
stru cture." This in place , trade, industry and also touri sm would
become a major factor of economic growth "as meanwhile not only
poor Russi an peasants are travelling to the Holy Land but also
wealthy Englishmen and pilgrims from southern Germany. Unlimited
possibilities for export" were expected for liturgical objects for all
western religions, for synagogu es, churches and for private use "made
in J erusalem." "The historical significance of Palestine creates an
emotional value for the objects originating from there."58

Apart from this, the Bezalel should follow the example of the car­
pet industries of Smyrna (Izmir) and Rumania to create a source of
economic development and national income. To reach a clientele
beyond the J ewish community, it would be necessary to adopt the
common designs of oriental carpets.59

In line with the economic ideas of the time ." the Bezalel prod­
ucts should gain a strong market position by careful crafting and
good design: "vVe were living in a time when the sense for arti stic
form is being revived everywhere . While factory technique is about
to crush handicraft, it has revived arts and crafts. Thoughtful edu­
cation of the persons involved will incre ase the value of the prod­
ucts and will make them able to compete on the world market."?'

Likewise in their oth er settlement proj ects in Palestine, Warburg
and Oppenh eimer regarded the economic success of the products
on the general market and the attraction of international investment
as the basis for the economic development of the country." In spite
of differen ces in nuance, Oppenheimer, Thon and Warburg saw the
Bezalel as part of an economic and social, rather than an artistic

57 Eloni (1987), pp . 184ff.
59 Bezalel (1905), pp . 12.
59 Thon (1905) with reference to the carpet industry of Bulgaria and Smyrna as

examples for the Bezalel.
GO Heinrich Waent ig, Wirtschcfi und Kunst. Eine Untersuchung iiber Geschichte und Theone

der modernen Kunstgewerbebewegung (lena: Fischer, 1909); Packeis und Pressglas. Von der
Kunstgewerbebewegungrum Deutschen Werkbund. Eine ioissenschoflliche Illustrierte, eds. Angelika
T hickene r and E. Sicpmann (Gic13cn: Anabas-Verl., 1987), pp . 255-262.

ii i Bczalel (1905), p. 12.
61 Pcnslar (199 1), p. 77; Otto Warburg "Zionistische Wirtschaftspolitik," Die Welt

9, 13 (1905) 3ff.
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and cultural, utopia. Cultural cha nge would be the effect of eco­
nomic change, not its basis.

Thus, it was more than j ust lip service to the largest contributor
in the proj ect, the Hilfsverein der Deutschen ] uden, if all publi c state­
ment s emphasized the social and economic funct ion of the Bezalel
as its most imp ortant obje ctive, which was to give work to the pop­
ulation of J eru salem and to make them independent of the tradi­
tion al Haluka-ch arity. Similar programs under th e slogan "work
instead of charity" were carried out by the Hilfsverein in Galicia and
other regions.63 The Hilfsverein also played a major role in the found­
ing of the H aifa T echni on ." The hopes for the Bezalel were high­
flying: "According to the estimate of exp ert s, the almost unlimited
market for carpets will crea te - if established in the right way ­
incom e for thousands of families in the carpe t-industry." ?

The main target gro up of the economic and cultural change to
be influenced by the Bezalel was the old Yishuv. With the same
patronizing attitude we find in other statements of bourgeois Western
J ews towards traditi onal Easte rn J ewish ways of life, the Haluka sys­
tem was to be replaced by "productive labor ." Positive cultural effects
were expected to result from it, forming the basis for a broad er
develo pment towards biirgerliche Verbesserung (bourgeois improvement).
T he Bezalel was expec ted to be "an institu tion under whose aus­
pices within a sho rt time hopefully thousands of useless begga rs will
rise to the sta tus of free citizens, eleva ted in their moral sense by
lab or .?" "T he practice of arts and cra fts will form their aesthe tic
sensibility." T his way, "amo ng the population decayed in dirt, indi­
viduals will be educa ted, for whom cleanliness, order and outward
beau ty will becom e a necessity of life."o7

In the midst of this mixture of economics with Sonal- and Kulturpolitik,
aesthe tic issues were add ressed only in vague terms. As far as the
Berlin Board held ideas abo ut the creation of a distinct style at all,

'i l Derek Penslar, "Philanthropy, the 'Social Question' and J ewish Iden tity in
Imper ial Ge rmany," Leo Baeck Institute Year Book 38 (1993): 5 1-73.

'" Zeev \Y. Sad mon , Die Griindung des Technions in Haifa im Lichte deutscher Poluik
1907-1920 (Munchen: Saur, 1994) (= Einzelveriiffentlichungen der Historischen Kommission
zu Berlin, Vol. 78).

oj "Bczalel" , Die Welt 19, 44 (1906), p. 13.
" i "Die Einfuhrun g von Hausindustrien und die Entwicklung cines palastinensi­

schen Kunsthandwerkes", newspaper clipping 1905, CZA L 42/ 287.
'i) Than (1905), p. 64 1.
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they rather spoke of a general "Palestinian" style, drawing on sources
from all three religions in the country: "O n the other hand, it will
not be too hard to develop an artisti c style appropriate to the coun­
try and its history. In the J ewish, Christian and Muslim traditions,
as well as in the wonderful motif that were discovered in recent
excavations of synagogues, churches and mosques, we find inspira­
tion and models in abundance that are only waiting to be researched
and adopted to be used in arts and crafts?"

Nevertheless, even the most sober economists apparently got car­
ried away by Boris Schatz 's utopian vision. In his article , Jacob Thon
envisioned the Bezalcl almost as the "T hird T emple" : "Maybe the
school will succeed in laying the foundations for the sanctuary of
our art where once stood the sanctuary of our cult."fi9 In contrast
to this, the name of the new institution read more prosaicly: "Beralel".
Verein rur Verbreitung von Kunstgewerbe und Hausindustrie in Paldstina und
den Nachbarldndem. The bylaws defined the purpose of the association:
"Improvement of the material and cultural situation of the poor
Jewish population in Palestine and the neighboring countries by intro­
ducing arts and crafts and home industry."?" The found ers of the
Bezalel probably thought they had more in common than they actu­
ally did.

Dissent over the Bezalel's purpose

Soon after the opening of the school enthusiastic reports were pub­
lished ." Surely, at this early stage neith er Warburg nor Schatz had

68 Bezalel (1905), p. 13.
69 Thon (1905), p. 642 .
70 The bylaws were published in Altneuland 3, 10 (1906), pp. 323~325 . The Bezalel

was constituted as an "e. V. " (eingetragener Verein) according to Germ an law. As such,
it had to serve a charitable or cultural purpose to gain exemption from tax. Donations
could be deducted. No profits could be made. All surplus had to be re-invested.
T he ment ioning of the "neighbouring countries" in addition to Palestine may have
been a concession to the political sensitivities of the Ottoman Emp ire.

71 J-K. (= J acob Klau sner) "Von der Kun stgewerb eschule Bezalel in J erusalem,"
Die Welt 10, 33 (1906) 9; J-K. (= Josef Klau sner) "Vom Bezalcl," Die Welt 10, 43
(1906), p. 7; Dr. Grunhut, "Der 'Bezalcl' in der hI. Stadt ," Altneuland 3, 6 (1906),
pp . 184-1 85; Boris Schatz, "Bezalel", J iidische Rundschau II (1906) (letter dated 2
June 1906) (newspaper clippings in CZA L 42/287); "Bericht der Palastina-Komrnission.
Erstattet bei der zionistischen J ahreskonferenz am 30. 8. 1906 in Koln a. Rh . v.
Prof. Otto Warburg," Altneuland 3 (1906), pp . 227- 228; Boris Schatz ; "Be::.alel".
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an interest in jeopardizing the young project by letting their emerg­
ing conflicts become public. As early as August 1906 it was clear
that Julius Rothschild had not been a sound choice." Schatz com­
plain ed about him and suggested Samuel Hirszenberg" as succes­
sor. 74 The appointment of teachers became a first point of dissent,
when Schatz, without consulting the Board, closed a contract with
Leopold Gottlieb , brother of the famous Polish-]ewish painter Maurycy
Gottlieb. The Board had other priorities and feared that the stu­
dents "will never be good teachers of carpet weaving, particularly
not if they are introduced by Mr. Gottlieb into the mysteries of the
most recent decadent Polish painting."?"

Behind the intrigues and the atmosphere of mistrust developing
between Berlin and Jerusalem, a basic dissent over the school's pur­
pose came to the surface : whether it should be an art academy or
a school for arts and crafts ." "T he Board is doubtful," Warburg
wrote to Schatz, "whether a great artist in particular would be the
right person; much more important would be a good teacher for
crafts , even if he were secondary as an artist. For it must be strictly
observed, that the school serves the promotion of arts and crafts,
not the education of artists . It would be a great mistake if the school
were now to take the character of an art academy.... Those who
support the Bezalel , organizations and individuals, can only be won
permanently, if the Bezalcl really becomes instrumental in fighting
the poverty of the Jewish population in Palestine. They do not have
any interest wha tsoever in particular varieties of artistic endeavors.t" ?

Programm und Zweck (Den Mitgliedem des Aktionskomites gewidmet) (Jerusalem : Augu st
1906) also publ ished in Die Welt 10, 33 (1906), pp . 9-11 ; "Bezalel," Die Welt 10,
44 (1906), pp . 13.

72 Ofrat-Fri edlander (1983), p. 40, quotes negativ e comments about him from the
memoirs of Shmuel Ben David, who came from Sofia with the first group of pupils.

i 3 Samuel Hirszenb erg (1865- 1908) was a painter of historic and genre scenes
which were very popular in J ewish circles.

H Stru ck to Boris Schatz, 7 August 1906, MAJ, Box 99/file I (Boris Schatz);
Struck to Schatz 19 May 1907, CZA L 42/102; Stru ck to Schatz 23 May 1907,
CZA L 42/102. Ofrat-Friedlander (1983), p. 63, writes that Hirszenb erg had been
installed by the Berlin Board to replace Schatz-for which these letters give no
indication.

is Warburg to Schatz , 27 Febru ary 1907, CZA L 42/102.
iii T he sign over the door read Kunstgeioerbe-Schule and the associations founded

in Pragu e and Hamburg were nam ed Kunstgewerbevereine, Beralel 1906-1929 (1983),
p. 316.

ii Warburg to Schatz, 15 O ctober 1906, CZA L 42/56.
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For Schatz however , these endeavors were central. A few months
after these letters were written, he published an open letter in ]iidische
Rundschau: "We will also, if we have the means , establish a free art
academy ["freie Kunstakademie" , emphasized in print, 1. B.] in
'Bezalel' where our young talents will receive a European art edu­
cation and at the same time will absorb a modern J ewish spirit, so
that they will be J ewish artists in the full sense of the word."78

The Berlin Board however only saw the growing artists' prol e­
tariat and had no intention to contribute to it.79 Felix Feuchtwanger ,
the Munich Judaica collector, shared this concern when he pointed
out: "T here is no use in educating people in J erusalem for good
money to be craftsmen, but to do that in such a way that arts and
crafts will soon seem inferior to them so that they turn to art - a
field where often much stronger talents do not succeed. Y"

To Schatz these concerns mu st have seemed faint-hearted and
small-minded. He envisioned a cultural center in the sense of Ahad
Ha'am . From his perspective, full-fledged nat ion-building would
include a national art academy and a national mu seum . Art for him
was not a stage in the educa tion of designers, but a purpose in itself.
His notion of national art was based on the traditional hierarchy of
arts in which painting and sculpture was considered superior to design
and crafts. The Board's insistence on the Bezalel being a Kunstgewer­
beschule devalued his proj ect as well as his own status as artist and
Professor."

Schatz appa rently did not sha re the critical attitude that had devel­
oped in Western Europe towards the notion of national art, the art
acad emy and the museum of nat ional art. Internation al modernism
had questioned these institutions. The Secessions in Vienna, Munich
and Berlin were not only directed against aca demic painting itself,
but also against the system in which it was taught. The tradi tional

78 Boris Schatz, "Bezalel", Jiidische Rundschau 12, 18 (1907), p. 179. However, not
only Schatz but also most of the students shared this idea, and came to Palestine
in the hope of becoming "real" artists. In 1913 a conflict broke out when art classes
were closed and students were forced to concent rate on design. Ofrat-Friedlander
(1983), p. 86.

79 T hon to Schatz, 9 September 1906, CZA L 42/56.
HO Feuchtwanger to Bezalel Association, 26 December 1910 , CZA L 42/ 18.
81 For social status in the artistic professions see \Volfgang Ruppert, Der moderne

Kunstler. :(pr Sozial- und Kulturgeschichte der kreativen Individualitiit in der kulturellen Modeme
im 19. und fru hen 20. J ahrhundert (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp , 1998).
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art academics were criticized for hanging on to educational princi­
ples and to concepts of art that would only enlarge the arti sts' pro­
letariat of historical painters, while at the same time there was an
increasing need for good designers and craftsmen." Its echo of these
issues could be heard in the Berlin Board's negative remarks about
artists." In the eyes of his Berlin counterpa rts, Schatz hung on to
an institution that had become aesthetically outlived and could only
be economically harmful.

This was the background for the continuing disput es about the
appointment of teachers during the years to come. P' After the death
of Samuel Hirszenberg in Septemb er 1908, who had come to teach
painting at the Bezalel only the year before, the Board mad e a new
move in order to get better arguments and a better understanding
of the Bezalcl's aesthetic direction. They turned to Justus Brinckmann,
the director of the Hamburg Museum fiir Kunst und Gewerbe, supporter
of Kunstgeuierbe-Reform and leading member of the Gesellschaft zur
Eiforschung judischer Kunstdenkmdler, for an estimate of the carpe ts and
silver work produced at the Bezalel.P Presum ably on his recom ­
mendation, the Berlin Board started to negotiate with Albert Reimann
to come to the Bezalel. With Reimann, for the first time, an arts
and crafts specialist was considered, who shared the ideas of the arts
and crafts movement that had emerged in Germany." The negoti­
a tions did not move qui ckly'" but were serious. In April 1910 ,

R2 See Nicholas Pevsner, Academies if Art. Past and Present (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1946); G. Moller, "Die preu13ischen Kunstgewerbeschul en ," in
Kunstpolitik undKuns!fdrderung im Kaiserreirh. Kunst im IVande!der IVittschofls- und Sozialgesdudue,
ed. Ekkehard Mai et al. (Berlin: Mann, 1982), pp . 113-1 30.

1\3 Leonardo Benevolo, Geschichte der Architektur des 19. und 20. J ahrhunderts, Vol. 2:
Die moderne Bewegung (Munchcn: Callwey, 1964), p. 370, quotes Alfred Lichtwark :
"Die Zukunft unserer Indu strie wird mit davon abhangen, ob wir entschlossen und
im Stande sind, der nachsten Generation eine sorgfaltige kunsrlerische Erziehung
des Auges und der Empfindungen angedeien zu lassen . Bisher haben wir nur fur
die Ausbildun g von Kun stlern gesorgt."

IH Correspondence 1907-1 909 in CZA L 42/ 102, L 42/ 19, L 2/86/1; MAJ Box
99/file I; Ofrat-Fr iedlander (1983), pp. 63-82. There seems to have been pressure
from the Hifsoerein to replace Schatz as director.

/1.-, Brinckmann to Bezalel Association , 3 1 Decemb er 1908, CZA L 42/ 19.
I\Ij Albert Reimann (Gnesen 1874-1 975 Lond on), designer, had founded an arts

and crafts school in 1902, which was the first one to embrace the mode rnist trend s.
H. W. Klunner, "Die Schule Reimann in Berlin", in Kunstschulreform 1900-1933,
ed. Hans Maria Wingler (Berlin: Mann, 1977), pp. 246-248; 25 Jahre Schule Reimann
/ 902-1927 (Berlin: 1927) (= Farbe und Form, special issue).

/I; Ofrat-Friedlander (1983), p. 78. Probably also because Schatz meanw hile had
hired the Polish painter Lazar Krestin without informing the Berlin Boa rd.
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Reimann visited the Bezalel." In the end, however , he did not suc­
ceed in selling his own arts and crafts school and stayed in Berlin."

After this disappointment the Berlin Board turned back to the pre­
viously rejected candida tes Erich and Richard Goldberg.t" Both had
received a preparatory edu cation at Reimann's school and at the
Glad enb eck bronze foundry." In March 1911, against Schatz's oppo­
sition." they started working at the Bezalel." The rela tionship with
Richard Goldberg , who taught painting and directed the workshops,
soon deteriorated ." Erich Goldb erg taught painting and headed the
repousse department, leaving a distinct arti stic mark on the silver
and ivory works of the Bezalel. Both stayed until the outbreak of
the First World War.

Dissent over the Aesthetics if the Bezalel's Products

In the first outlines of the Bezalel of 1905 the aim to create a distinct
design style was mentioned . It was recommended tha t artists draw
on the J ewish, Christian and Muslim traditions of the region , espe­
cially the motifs discovered in recent excava tions .P" But in Berlin ,
the euphoria over this method of "applied archeology" soon cooled
and gave way to growing scepticism towards "the introduction of a
Palestinian Style."96 Those voices grew stronger when , by the end
of the year 1908, Bertrand Hamburg," a Berlin bu sinessman, started

88 Reimann to Schat z, 17 April 1910, CZA L 42/108; Hamburg to Schatz, 18
April 1910, CZ A L 42/ 17; Palestine Office (T hon) to Scha tz, 19 April 1910 MAJ
100/III / 9.

89 Hamburg to Schatz, 17 August 1910, CZA L 42/1 8; 23 Septemb er 1910,
L 42/19; Reimann to Schatz, 26 Septemb er 19 10, L 42/109; Schatz to Hamburg,
I Maiy 1911, L 42/16 (copybook 1910-11 , 592ff.); Hamburg to Schatz, 21 December
1910, L 42 /1 8.

90 Erich Goldberg (?- ?); Richard Goldberg(-Leobschiit z) (Leobschutz 1869 - ?)
91 Hamburg to Schatz , 17 October 1910, CZA L 42/17 ; Ofrat-Friedland er (1983),

p. 83.
92 Struck to Schatz, 3 February 1911, CZA L 42/79.
93 Hamburg to Schatz, 21 J anu ary 1911, CZ A L 42/1 8.
9. Schatz to Hamburg, 27 April 1911, CZA L 42/16 (copybook 1910-11 ,888);

Ofrat -Friedlander (1983) 83.
95 Bezalel (1905), p. 13.
9G Warburg to Scha tz, 15 October 1906, CZA L 42/ 56.
97 Bertrand Hamburg (?- ?).
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Biskuitdose, dekoriert. Butterdose, versilbert, mit Messer,
reich dekorier t.

Dekoration statt Sachlichkeit und gcdiegcner Form!
Kauferregel: \Ver diesen Plunder auf seine Gcschmacklosigkeit nicht

erkennt, gehort nicht zu den Gcbildeten!

Waschtisch , Bucherschrank nach Zeichnungcn von Bruno Paul. Beispiele
von einfachen schonen Losungen , die eine gute Tradition verkorpern.

Aesthetic education
from : J oscph August Lux Geschmack im Alltag. Ein Lebensbuch rur EJlege des

Schonen (Dresden: 1910)
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Friedrich Adler: Fountain and Basin for ritual handwashing, Regensburg,
Eugen Wiedamann factory, 1914 Pewter

Exhibited at the Werkbund exhibition in Cologne, 1914
Photograph , Wiedamann Catalogue, 1915



270 INKA BERTZ

Erich Goldberg: Design for lamp , 191 1-1914
Sketch , Mishkan Le'Omanut, Museum of Art, Ein Harod, Israel
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Boris Schatz among Bezalel rugs at a sales exhibition, ca. 1912
Photograph, Israel Museum Collection source : Bezalel (1983) 160
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working in the office of the Berlin assoc iation." In his correspo ndence
with Boris Schatz , complaints about design, color and quality of the
Bezalel 's products became the main subject: "Again we have to raise
the friendly as well as urgent demand to abando n the imitation of
art-nouveau once and for all and to produce carpe ts in the well-estab­
lished oriental taste. All experts who examined the samples here,
among them H ermann Struck, Lesser Dry and oth er autho rities, are
perfectly in agreement with US." 99 In varying tone, similar criticism
was put forward aga inst other produ cts, the wood and filigree objects
in particular .l'" T hey were considered flimsy and tasteless.101 Inst ead,
Berlin demanded solid quality, functional and well-established design ­
no fuss, no experiments - and referred to a general cha nge of taste :
"It has to be taken into consideration that the fashion for oriental
metalwork is definitively over, as today taste is totally different and
modern arts and crafts would design objects such that they are apt
for practical use." 102 Especially the taste for color was different in
Berlin . Repeatedly, replacement of the bright with muted colors was
dernanded.l'" Also, the "screa ming Zionist compositions," J ev.rish sym­
bols and Hebrew letters were not appreciated.l'" Moreover, they were
considered dysfunctional, since "no religiou s J ew would step with his
feet on H ebrew letters" ,105 whereas "the oriental fashion , where car­
pets were hung on the walls, was past. The only appropriate place
for a carpe t was the floor." 106 Often , the Bezalel's produ cts seem to
have clashed with those of the machine-age: the little wooden fram es
did not match the standa rdized sizes of postcards and ph otographs,

98 Ofrat-Friedlander (1983), pp. 73- 74, regards the fact that the correspondence
now took place between Ham burg and Schatz as an indication of the deteriora ­
tion of the relation ship between Schatz and Warburg. Athough it certainly had not
impro ved over the past conflicts, it was not unusual to have the daily routine busi­
ness delegated to an assistant.

99 Hamburg to Schatz, 16 Febru ary 1909, CZA L 42/1 9.
100 Hamburg to Schatz, 4 September 1909, 13 Septemb er 1909, CZA L 42/ I7.
10 1 Hamburg to Schatz, 4 June 1911, CZA L 42/1 9.
102 Hamburg to Schatz, 21 Decemb er 1910, CZA L 42/18.
103 Hamburg to Schatz, 21 October 1909, CZA L 42/1 8; Warburg to Ruppin,

21 December 1909, CZA L 2/86 11 , Hamburg to Schatz, 4 April 1911, CZA L
42/ 19.

lOt Hamburg to Schatz, 30 J une 1909, CZA L 42/1 7.
10) Hamburg to Scha tz, 21 October 1909, CZA L 42/ 18 and 6 Novemb er 1909,

CZA L 42/17.
lOG Brinckmann to Verein Bezalel, 31 December 1908, CZA L 42/19.
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the pencil-cases were too short for mod ern , mass-produced pcncils.l'"
The Berlin line of argume nt was first of all economic: the prod­

ucts should addres s the general market not only the Zioni st public:
"T he number ofJ ews who would buy carpets for the supp ort of the
Bezalel will on ly be small, and even those would much rath er buy
designs that suit their taste, than those which do no t. On the large
general market however, only the well-establ ished oriental designs
can be sold." loH From the perspective of the Berlin Board, this crit­
icism was justified also because it was regarded as their part in a
division of labor pla nned from the beginn ing: "The producers are
not concerne d with the market. This will be don e by the commer­
cial department. It will look for new and favorable marketing pos­
sibilities. It must research the market situation and direct the production
accordingly." 109

Schatz, however , mu st have felt this a strong invasion of his field
of competence, and did not even reply to Hamburg's rema rks. He
insisted on '~Jewish" designs because they were a matter of essence
to him and the Bezalel proj ect. From his perspective it must have
been a completely unjustified demand that he, who was workin g in
Erez Israel, crea ting a center of all J ewish culture, shou ld submit his
art to the taste of the Diaspora, and moreover , not only to the taste
of J ewish customers - but even of non-Jewish ones.

\Ne can find here the same dissent over the preference for 'econ­
omy' over 'culture' in the development of the new J ewish society in
Palestine which we found in the basis of the conflicts over the appoint­
ment of teachers. But the dissen t over the new national aesthet ics
leads us beyond different visions of Zionism into the contemporary
discourses about the national character of art. There, ornament was
a key issue. In fact, the positions of Schatz and of the Berlin Board
can be associated with the aesthetic approaches prevalent in their
respective home countries: roughl y speaking, the "German school"
of the Werkbund which tried to develop a national style without orna­
ment, and the "R ussian school " where national style was based on
ornam ent.

It was often mentioned that Schatz drew on the artistic and social

107 Hamb urg to Schatz, 27 Septem ber 1910, CZA L 42/ 13.
lOB Warb urg to Schatz, IS October 1906, CZA L 42/56.
IO'l Thon (1905), p. 637.
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concepts of William Morris and John Ruskin.'!" However, it would
be difficult to draw a dir ect line of influence. By the 1900s, this
movem ent was common knowledge all over Europe. Meanwhile, it
had inspired arts and crafts movements on the Continent that had
taken very distinct cha racters in the different countries, not only in
their aesthetics but also in their approach towards the issue of national
art and in thei r vision of ar t in society. III As with Morris and Ruskin,
socia l utopian ideas, a sort of romantic anti-cap italism, was preva­
lent in almost all of the different national varieties of the arts an d
crafts movement.'!"

Boris Schatz 's artistic and social conce pts were shaped mainly by
those form ulat ed in Russia during the second half of the 19th cen­
tury.'! " T o the Peredvishniki, na tional art had to show a connec tion
to "the peopl e," it could only be created by going back to the roots
of what was regarded as the crea tive spirit of the people . In the cir­
cle of Abramcevo and at the Moscow Crafts School, a strong interest
in the traditional rural crafts developed . Their ornamental features
were combined with art-nouveau eleme nts in silverwork, furn iture, pot­
tery and oth er arts and crafts objects. Often , religious icons or "patri­
otic style painting" was decorated with elaborate ornamental fram es.I 14

This approach to national art can be found in many Bezalel obj ects
and in the combination of Schatz 's pain tings or reliefs in ornate
Bezalcl fram es. Also in Sofia he applied thi s eclectic and mainly
ornam ental approach to crea te a new Roman ian national art.

By the tim e of the open ing of the Bezalel, this seemed to have
been a generally accepted approac h. T he ornam en ts of Ephraim
Mose Lilien also followed thi s artistic method. But it was exac tly
during th e founding years of the Bezalel th at notions of orna­
ment and nation al art had become the subject of public deb ate
in German y and new approaches were formulated . A rift between

110 Olin (200 1), p. 44, Zalmona (1983), pp . 146- 7; Oltu ski (1988), pp. 117-11 9.
I I I H. \Vaent ig, "Kunstgewerbe" , in Handioorterbuch der Staatsioissenschoften , ed.

L. Elster et al., Vol. 6 (Je na: 1923-1 929), pp . 288- 297.
112 Th e sources for Schatz's "socialist" ideas can be found in Eastern European

sources rather than with Morris or Ruskin as in Olin (200 I), p. 40, or Zalmona
(1983), pp . 146-149; B. Schat z "Poale Bezalel" Die Welt 10, 48 (1 906), pp. 7-9.

113 Oltuski (1988), pp. 14-22, 11 6-129; Zalmona (1983), pp . 232-242.
l it Sternin (1976) 26- 44; Evegnia Kirichenko, The Russian Style (London: L. King,

1991); Ca milla Gray, The Russian Experiment in Art 1863-1922 (rev. ed.) (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1986), pp . 9- 21.
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modernists ~ who included many members of the liberal oriented
J ewish bourgeoisie ~ and conservatives ~ who mainly came from
the field of the old noble, administrative and military elite ~ had
developed alongside the issue of nation al art. After the iHunch-Affiire,
the Tschudi-Ajfiire, the Bocklin-Streit, the Protest deutscher Kunstlet and
others, the noti on of a national art had becom e qu estionable for lib­
erals and modernists.' ),\ Whi le these debates took place in the field
of painting, similar development s took place in the field of arts and
crafts.

In Germany, a specific version of French art-nouveau and the English
arts and crafts movement had develop ed since the mid 1890s under
the nam e ]ugendstil. By the 1900s it had becom e widely influential
since numerous ]ugendstil artists had been nominated as teachers to
the Kunstgeioerbeschulen that had been founded several decades ago to
educate designers and craftsmen. This Kunstgeioerhe-Reform was part
of a larger social and cultural Reformbeuiegung in Germany at the
time. ' !" Similar to the English arts and crafts movement it saw itself
as a cultural reform of capitalism through art, searching for a "third
path" between capitalism and socialism.

But apa rt from such aesthetic and social utopian ideas, the impor­
tan ce of modern design for the national economy was recognized
from the outset. It was the Pru ssian Ministry of Trad e that sent the
architect Hermann Muthesius on an information trip to England in 1896.
A chair for modern design was established for him at the Berlin
Handelshochschule (School of Econo mics). Herm ann Muthesius was to
becom e a key figure in the foundation of the Deutscher Werkbund.v "

II ; ,Hanet bis van Gogh. Hugo von Tschudi und der Kampf um die Modeme, eds. J ohan
Georg, Prinz von H ohenzollern and Peter Klaus Schuster (Munchen: Prestel, 1996);
Berlin Metropolis. J ews and the New Culture 1890-1918, cd . Emily Bilski (Berkeley:
University of Ca lifornia Press, 1999); Peter Paret , The Berlin Secession. Modernism and
its enemies in Imperial Germany (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1980).

II'; Corona Hepp , Avantgarde. Modeme Kunst, Kulturknuk. und RifiJrmbewe..l!,ungen nach der
J ahrhundertwende (M uenchen: Dt. T aschenbuch-VerI., 1996); Arts and Crofls. Von M OT/is
bis lHackintosh-RifiJrmgwegung zwischen Kunstgewerbe und Sozialutopie, ed. Gerda Breuer
(Darmstadt: Institu t Mathildenh oehe, 1994); Angelika T hiekiitter , "Kunstgewcrbc­
bewegun g," in Handbuch der deutschen RifiJrmbewegungen 1880-1933, eel. Diethart Kerbs
and J uergen Reulecke (Wuppcrta l: P. Hammer, 1998), 465-479.

117 J oan Campbell, The German Werkbund. The Politics if Reform in the Applied Arts
(Princeton: Princeton U niversity Press, 1978); Frederic Schwartz, The Werkbund. Design
Theory and " lass Culture before the First rI'orld /I'ar (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1996); Kurt J unghanns, DerDeutsche Werkbund. Sein erstes J ahrzehnl (Berlin: Henschelverlag,
1982).
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Founded in 1907 , it was an association of economists, industrialists,
artists and archit ects. The Werkbund differed from many of the pre ­
vious institutions of the German arts and crafts movement and from
its English counterpart in its positive approach towards industrial
production. From the outse t, the Werkbund faced the challenges of
market economy, since one of its objectives was to strengthen the
position of German goods on the world market. The Werkbund aimed
at a symbiosis of arts and crafts with econo mic issues, the large
indu stries, new technologies and mass production.

The efforts of the Werkbund were connected also with a cha nge in
the aesthetic approach , a transition from the ornate, floral, French­
style art nouveau to a predecessor of the later "n ew sobriety." Still,
the national character of the new design was an important issue to
the Werkbund, as it tried to formulate a modern, yet specifically
German , aesthetic. As opposed to the case in Ru ssia, the national
message was conveyed by an "aesthetics of redu ction ." Fun ctionalism,
good craftsmanship, solid qu ality, "decency" and "ho nesty of form "
represent ed valu es that were considered specifically German . In the
Werkbund's aesthetics, the national charac ter of the products was not
expressed by ornam ent based on national historic source s but by
qu ality of design and craftsma nship, not in forms but in values.!"

Companies associated with the Werkbund used this as their mar ­
keting strategy. Bert rand Hamburg impli citly followed the policy of
certain German companies for whom th eir assoc iation with th e
Werkbund was established as a special marketin g factor that stood
for qu ality craftsmanship and good design, when he sought to estab­
lish the Bezalel as a "brand." l i9

As the Werkbund program gained widespread publi c attention, it
can be presum ed that tho se involved in the Bezalel were familiar
with these ideas: to Paul Levy from the Gladenbeck foundry, as part
of the modern arts and crafts business , to Otto Warburg through
his close ties to mini stry officials, to Franz Oppenheimer as a theo­
rist of social reform. Walter Riezler, one of the Werkbund's founding
members was the brother of Max Liebermann's son-in-law.!" And

li S Hepp (1987), p. 161.
11'1 Hamburg to Schatz, 4 September 1909, CZA L 42/17.
110 Junghanns (1982), pp. 176- 177; Schwartz (1996); Campbell (1978). Kurt Riezler,

his brother , was one of the most important theoreticians of an offensive auswiirtige
Kulturpolitil: of the German Empire. Ties between the Riezler brothers and Liebermann
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Albert Reimann 's arts and crafts school Hohere Schutefur Dekorationskunst
was founded under the auspices and in the spirit of the Werkbund.
Two of its key figures, Hermann Muthesius and Peter Behrens,' !'
were memb ers of the school 's artistic committee .

Richard Goldberg, in an article publ ished in 1919, explicitly called
for an introduction of the Werkbund-ideas in Palestine, criticizing the
adoption of historic form s: "Whe re, for external reasons, foreign
form s were adopted, the result were those sick crea tions, the so­
called home atrocities which the Werkbund had set out to extin­
guish. [. . .] Consistent with this idea we have to speak about the
dan ger of transpl anting foreign clements of style. Nobody would buy
from Palestine goods of European design , he would only be willing
to pay an appropria te price for 'Palestinian' or at least 'O riental'
quality work of clean design."!22

By the first decad e of the century, the RifOrmbewegung in Germany
and its efforts in aesthetic education had created a widespread change
in tastes. Rich orn am entation and bright colors were considered taste­
less. Schlichtheit becam e an important factor of social and cultural dis­
tinction, especially among the educated bourgeoisic.F' T his was the
social background which most of the members of the Berlin Board
came from. Similar to the process of aesthet ic educa tion they them­
selves had been subjec ted to, they were now striving both to impose
their standards of taste on the new J ewish society and to make the
Zionist proj ect accept able to the bourgeois publ ic by an aesthetically
acceptable appeara nce .'?'

were close. Person al cor respo ndence of Margrect E. No uwen , Liebermann Archive,
Berlin .

12 1 Klu nn er (1977), pp . 246-243. Peter Beh rens was chie f designer of the elec­
trical compa ny AEG.

122 R . Goldb erg, " Das Ku nstgewerb e Palastinas, (Ein Kapitel zur ln du strialisieru ng
Palastinas)" , Jiidische Rundschau 24, 2 1 (19 19), p. 156.

m Thiekott cr (1998); Die Lebensreform. Entunuf« zur Neugestaltung von Leben und Kunst
um 1900, cds. Kai Buchholz et al. (Darmstadt: Ha eusser , 200 I).

1," Michael Berkowitz, <.ionist Culture and Western European J ewry Before the First World
War (Cambridge: Cambri dge Unive rsity Press, 1993). Hu go Sch ach tel to Bezalel
Associat ion, 7 April 1911 , C ZA L 2/86/1 , stating that Bezalel products ar e a dis­
credit to the Zio nist movement as a whole.
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Dissent over Management Structure if the Beealel

279

Conflicting ideas about the management structure of the Bezalel
marked another field of dispute between Boris Schatz and the Berlin
Board. It was not just about different styles of man agement, but
about hierarchy and responsibility . Issues such as consultation of the
Board, budget control or the presen tation of results were the main
points of quarrel. Oft en, the Board's internal politics, designed to
create a consensus among its memb ers, and their demand to stick
to certain procedures, were regarded by Schatz as an att empt to
undermine his authority. From today's perspective, it is hard to judge
wheth er, or at which point, this had been attempted by the Board.
Certainly, it did not take long until an atmosphe re of mu tual mis­
trust had developed.

In autumn 1906, just a few months after the opening of the school,
Schatz nominated a successor for Julius Rothschild. Warburg then
tried to clarify the role of the Board and the Artistic Advisory Com­
mitt ee: he pointed out tha t it was part of Schatz's contract "that
actually the committee would nominate the teachers. Of course , I
would be glad if you would propose someone whom you consider
appropriate, but we would always have to consult our Artistic Advisory
Committee, since this is their task." 125

Any compromise, any demand for procedure, or facing the real­
ities of budget and market, were regarded as an invasion into his
spheres of independ ence. Schatz successfully prevent ed the installa­
tion of a finan cial and commercial expert. He tried to circumvent
the Board wherever possible, asked supporters to send the money
directly to J erusalem, not via Berlin and launched his own fundrais­
ing carnpaigns.!" He did not send finan cial accounts and created
huge expenses without consulting with the Berlin Board. One might
agree with Gideon Ofrat 's interpreta tion that "what Warburg failed
to perceive at this time was Schatz's intentional mon eta ry policy. He
did not regard the Board as a partner but rather as an employer to
be exploited to the maximum. Thus, he instructed his staff not to
pass on expenditure accounts from one yea r to the next. He thought
that the Board would find the means to cover the losses."!"

125 Warburg to Schatz, 12 November 1906, CZA L 42/1 02.
126 Ofrat-Friedlander (1983) 5 1-53.
127 Ofrat-Friedlander (1983) 73; Warburg to Schatz 24 December 1906, CZA L

42/1 02.
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On the other hand, he demanded un conditional support while at
the same time refusing any demand for visible results: "T he Bezalel
is like a child, to whom on e has to give and from whom one must
not demand very mu ch, with whom one ha s to be careful and if
on e cannot or does not want to give, at least one should not tou ch
it with rough hands and extinguish the flam e of his life with ardent
critique, for he might - God forbid - diel!" !" One may wonder
wheth er it was just lack of diplomacy that led him to make contemp­
tuous remarks about his benefactors. T he "famous Bezalel commit­
tee," he wrote, "consisting of millionaires, connoisseurs and businessmen,
only cares for economy and pennies, but not for time and people."1 29
From that moment on , some of the millionaires might have looked
more carefully where their money went.

In a letter to Warburg he complains about the mistrust directed
towards him and compares it with the tru st that the King of Bulgar ia
had put in him , in spite of the fact that he was a foreigner and a
J ew.130 Such a comparison points to Schatz's understanding of his
role towards the Board: he expected them to provide him with the
funding he needed to enable him to work freely according to his
own artistic ideas. He did not realize, however, that the Board was
not acting on its own power as the T sar of Bulgaria did, but as a
body representing those who had donated their money to the pro­
ject. As previously noted, non-Zionist associations, such as Es ra and
the Hiifsverein der Deutschen Juden, contributed even larger sums than
the Zion ist Organization. Apart from that, the proj ect was under
constant scrutiny from the rival factions within the Zionist Organization
itself, especially those objecting to Warburg's settlement projects either
for politi cal reasons , like David Wolffsohn, or out of economic con­
siderations, such as Zalman David Levontin and J acobus Kann. T hus,
Warburg was not in the position to govern by decree, he had to
find ways to create a consensus for every new move of the Bezalel. 131

128 Speech of Boris Scha tz quoted in j. Benmosche, "Lag-Baomer im Bezalcl" ,
in Paldstina. Monatsschrifl flir die u irtschoftliche ErschliefJung Paldstinas. Zentralorgan derjudi­
schen Kolonisationsbewegung im Orient. 5, 8/9 (/ 908), p. 154 (Bezalel-Sondernummer),
p. 154.

12'1 B. Schatz, "Bezalel", in JU'dische Rundschau 12, 10 (1907), p. 100.
130 Ofrat-Friedlander (1983), p. 51.
t:l l The internal rivalries of the Zionist Organ isation are not to be und eresti­

mated. Estermann's mission could have been part of J acobus Karin 's cam paign
against Arthur Ruppin and Warburg. Penslar (1991), pp . 92, 133. Esterma nn
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Schatz's idea of his own role was almost that of the court artist,
enjoying total freedom thanks to unequivo cal backing by his noble
ben efactor.l'" In Russia , where artists were either associated with the
Tsar or a wealthy magnate such as Marmontov in Abram cevo, this
was the common position of arti sts in society. The arti sts Schatz had
studied with in France were also mainly working on the basis of
public commissions. And in Bulgaria, Schatz worked as Professor of
the Art Acad emy of the young nation-state in great freedom and
with full salary, enjoying full support in his role of creating a "Center"
for the new national art. In those projects, national art was conceived
and created remote from social realities. Idealizing "the people" or
adopting folk ornament, even training young peasants in traditional
crafts as in Abram cevo, did not alter the essentially elitist setting.
Their products did not have to prove their viability against economic
reality. The world of profit-making economy and the world of nation­
building through art constituted two separa te spheres.

In Western Europe, however, the social situation of the artist had
changed dram atically with the establishment of bourgeois society and
the art market .!" Artists were forced to present their work to com­
mitt ees, to strive for the audience 's attention and to act within a
network of dealers, critics, curators and collectors. Only a few of
them enjoyed the economic freedom of a regular salary or of fam­
ily means . The vast majority had to live by selling their artworks
and to accept the realities of the market.

In the case of the Bezalel, this constellation of conflict was exac­
erbated by another factor - the role of the individu al artist within
national art. Richard Goldberg, in his articl e, hinted at that when
he called for restraint of artistic individualism: "The main issue is,
in the intensive search for our own characteristics, to find gradually
the 'Palestinian-j ewish ' eleme nt and not to make the attempt to
crea te a so-called J ewish style head-over-h eels. To take a foreign
style and to introduce J ewish script and emblems into it does not
make a J ewish style. Individuality, single-mindedness and cultural

excha nged confidential letters with Kan n. In 1914 (!) they jo intly explored possi­
bilities to merge the Bezalel with the crafts school of the Alliance Israelite Universelle.
See Estermann 's exchange of letters with Kan n in CZA A 121/1 73.

112 Mar tin Warnke, Hofkunstler. Zur Vorgeschichte des modemen Kiinstlers (Koln: DuM ont ,
1985).

l :n Oskar Batschrnann, Ausstellungskiinstler. Kult und Karriere im modemen Kunstsystem
(Kaln: DuMont, 1997).
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preference has to take a step back in order to create a new individuality,
a truly distinct J ewish culture." !"

Wh at was "Euro pean" to Go ldberg - the art-nouveau elements in
the ca rpe t designs - was the new 'J ewish-Palestinian" style for
Schatz, and wha t Scha tz considered European taste - Persian ca r­
pet design - was genuinely orienta l in the eyes of his opposites.
For Schatz, genuine J ewish art was crea ted by the artist who lives
in the homeland and among J ews. "O nly the ar tist who lives amo ng
his people can be an art ist of the people, and will be able to ren­
der its spirit and life correctly in color."!" Hi s personal mott o was:
"ani l'ami io'ami li" - "I am one of the people and the people is
for me."I3fi H e saw the indi vidual artist as the creator spiritus of a new
cultur e, to whom the people around him served as inspiration, a
role model that was close to that of the Peredinshniki.

Goldberg however rega rded national art as the outcome of a quasi
"natural" process based on the "creative spirit" of a whole society­
a gradual, collective process, rather than an individual decision . 'V e
can hear in this the echoes of Alois Riegl's concept of Kunstwollen, I:l7

and Go ldberg certainly found himself in tun e with his Berlin colleagues
at the tim e. For th em, the project of crea ting a new cultur e in
Palestine could not be put into the hands of a single individu al but
had to involve J ewry as a whole - the Yishuv as well as the Diaspora.

In the context of the history of the Zionist M ovem ent we can see
this conflict as one of many that were abo ut the relat ion of the
Yishu v towards the Diaspora. In Warburg's mind the Yishuv had to
become economically viable and self-susta ining. It had to confront
the same realities of intern ational markets as any country exporting
carpe ts or silver obje cts. For Schatz in turn, living and working in
Palestine and building the new J ewish society there, was of spec ial ­
if not superior - value and entitled him to un conditional and per­
petu al support from the Diaspora. P"

This constellation of conflict was rather typical during the ea rly

III Goldberg (19 19), p. 156.
13-, Schatz as quoted in Bcnm osche (1908), p. 152.
Uti Oli n (200 I), p. 45, fig. 13.
m For Riegl and his influence on concepts of J ewish Art, see O lin (200 I), pp.

24- 31, 116- 117.
I '" Penslar (1991), p. 15 1, describes this attitude as widespread among the Yishuv,

especially after 1910.
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decades of J ewish settl ement in Pal estine. It was part of the process
of growing independence of th e Yishuv from the Diaspora - and
part of its contradictions: to real ize th eir idea s of a new society the
young workers in Palestine were still depending on th e old society
and saw themselves entitled to unconditional and perpetual support.
To live in th e J ewish homeland and because of that to be "more
J ewish" than th eir benefactors in Berlin, London or New York,
became their strongest claim.

Contemporary Interpretations

At the time, attempts were made to interpret th e situation. However,
thi s hardly contributed to its resolution. On the contrary, it even
deep en ed the rift . To gain insight into Otto Warburg's perspective ,
we can refer to his dispute with Menahem Ussishkin over the orga­
nization of settlement projects that expe rience d conflicts similar to
those of the Bezalel. Warburg interpreted the Odessa Committee's
refus al to integrate into the institutions and procedures of the Zionist
Organization, to submit themselves to th e demands for economic
efficiency, as a result of th eir historic expe rience in Russia:

"I do think," he wrote to Ussishkin, "that the deeper reason for the
difference in our opinions lies in the different cultural contexts in which
we both find ourselves. Russia is presently undergoing the change from
a despotic regime to a society based on individualism. In Germany,
where individualism had been the dominating force for many years,
we are in a process of change towards the social. What most Russians
strive for Germany has lived throu gh ad nauseam and what is being
developed now in Germany, has hardly reached the general con­
sciousness in Russia - except in the blunt slogans and half-under­
stood phrases of the Socialists. I am convinced, however, that through
the close cooperation created between Eastern and Western European
J ews by the Zionist Movement, the development of Eastern European
J ews towards the modern ideas of Western Europe will be accelerated."!"

Those paternalistic visions of cultural education and feelings of cul­
tural supe riority based on modernization were not uncommon in the

139 "Briefwechsel zwischen dem Od essaer Palastinakomitec und Herrn Prof. Dr.
Warburg", Die Welt 12, 21 (1908): 3-5.
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relationship of Western towards Eastern Jewry. I ~O Boris Schatz coun­
tered them with concepts of cultural superiority based on 'jewish­
ness"- an attitude not uncommon in the relationship of Eastern
towards Western J ewry. He claimed his project to be more genuinely
J ewish than the art of his colleagues on the Artistic Committee of
the Bezalel. J osef Isracls and Max Liebermann, he stated, were J ewish
only insofar as they are introdu ced "bumto shel avraham avinu. They
are strange to us, they are distanced from us, because with their
strong strokes they did not show to the world the soul of our peo­
ple." !" A few years later, the socialist papers wrote similar assertions
about Richard Goldberg: "But Mr. Goldberg - who is Mr . Goldberg?
A second-rate Ashkenazi painter who does not know a single Hebrew
letter ; a J ew only by birth and due to his position at Bezalel. A total
stra nger to the J ewish way of life . " 1 ~ 2

Indeed, a cultural conflict did exist at the Bezalel. What the key
players held in common - their dream to let the J ewish people live
and flourish in Palestine - could not compensate for the fact that
they were speaking different languages sha ped by their respective
cultural backgrounds. In the end, the two sides were bitterly entrenched
and confirmed in their prejudices. What prevent ed a construc tive
mode of solving this conflict was the essentialist interpretation given
to the conflict, based on irrational notions and leading to mutually
exclusive claim s of cultural superiority. The patt ern of conflict at the
Bezalcl was not foreign or new to the Zionist movement. The Altneuland
debate, the Uganda debate and the 'language war' at the T echni on
followed similar lines. In all of this, dissent about the futur e char­
acter of the J ewish homeland took the pattern of "essentialists ver­
sus technocrats." One side favored what they conside red factual
necessities, the other , what they considered the essence of J udaism.
This, however , seems to be a pattern of conflict not only familiar
to Zion ism but one that is embedded in the very basis of modern
J ewish existence as a continuous challenge.

140 Steven Aschh eim, Brothers and Strangers. The East European J ew ill German and
German-faoish Consciousness (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1982).

I II Schatz as quoted in Benmosche (1908), pp . 15 1-1 52.
141 O frat -Friedlander (1983), p. 83, quoted from He'ahdut.



THE MYSTERY OF THE MENORAH AND THE STAR

Richard A. Freund
University of Hartford

1. TIe Modem Jewish Use if the Menorah and Star

The five and six pointed star and the menorah are important sym­
bols for modern Jews despite the fact that so little is known about
their origins in ancient Judaism. In fact, the sparse information about
the earliest history of the menorah and five and six pointed star
makes the modern use of these symbols difficult to account for. I

Whether by accident or by plan, these ancient and medieval Jewish
symbols emerged as specific and modern emblems for Judaism and
the State of Israel. In the modern period they function as symbols
of hope and restoration, of particularity and uniqueness-despite the

I For general bibliography and illustrations see Rachel Hachlili , The Menorah, the
Ancient Seven-Armed Candelabrum: Origin, Form, and Significance (Leiden and Boston: Brill,
2001), Dan Barag, "T he Menorah in the Roman and Byzantin e Periods," Bulletin
ofthe Anglo-Israel Archaeological Society (1985/ 86), pp . 44-47; Steven Fine and Bruce
Zuckerman, "T he Menorah as Symbol of Jewish Minori ty Statu s", Fusion in the
Hellenistic East (ed. S. Fine), Los Angeles, 1985), pp. 24-31 ; E.R. Goodenough , Jewish
Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, Vol. IV (New York, 1954), pp . 71- 98; Victor A.
Klagsbald , "T he Menorah as Symbol : Its Meaning and Origin in Early J ewish Art,"
J ewish Art, 12-13, 1986/87 , pp . 126fT. ; L. Yarden, The Tree ofLife (London, 1971),
figures 1-3,26,61 -106, 119-212; four pre-70 C.E. : Grafitto on the wall of Jason 's
Tomb in J erusalem, LJ. Rahmani, "Qever Yason ," Atiqot, 4 (1964), p. II, fig. 7,
pI. XII , 1,2; Yarden, TIle Tree ofLife (London, 1971), 107-108; The Grafitto on the
plastered wall in a house excavated by Nahman Avigad , "Excavations in the J ewish
Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem, 1969-1970," Israel ExplorationJoumal 20, 1-2,
(1970), 1-8, Yarden , fig. 19; A stone relief on the reverse of a sundial excavated
by Benjamin Mazar near the Herodian Western Wall. B. Mazar , G. Kornfeld, D.N.
Freedman, The Mountain of the l.ord (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), p. 147;
The Matthias Antigonus , coin (40- 37 B.C.E.), Yarden, The Tree ofLife (London,
1971), figs. 20-21. See also Avraham Negev, "T he History of the Seven Branched
Candelabrum, Eret; Yisrael 8 (1967), pp . 193-210 (Hebrew); H. Strauss, Eret; Yisrael
6 (1960), pp . 122-129; M. Kon , "T he Menorah of the Arch of Titu s" Palestine
Exploration Qyarter/y, (1950) pp . 25ff.;].H. Herzog, "T he Menorah on the Arch of
T itus," Essays in Memory ofS.M. Mayer, (jerusalem, 1956), pp . 95-98; Daniel Sperber,
"Th e Menorah ," Vol. 16.3-4, (1965) TIle Joumal ofJ ewish Studies, pp. 135fT.
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fact that in their origin al, and even their medieval use and formu ­
lations, they were symbols of a very different nature. Most people
experience these symbols today through the various symbols of the
modern State of Israel and Judaism, in Aags, money, stamps, liter­
ature, cloth es, art, architecture, etc. in Israel and around the world .
One sees these symbols in the architecture and furni shings of most
synagogues and J ewish community centers, sports teams and book
jackets for Jewish authors as well as J ewish organiz ations and causes.
But in the 20th century and late 19th century they emerged through
an irregular process of integration into the collective sensibilities of
the J ewish peopl e. I would like to underscore the mod ern irregu­
larities before discussing the ancient antecedents and mean ings which
these symbo ls had through the Middle Ages.

The most prominent symbols of Judaism throughout the early
Middle Ages was the T orah Shrine. While the Menorah often appeared
togeth er with it, the T en Commandments on tabl ets, the hands of
the Kohanim giving the priestly blessing and even the T empl e were
more significant than the Star of David and the Menorah. But clearly
at the end of the 19th century with the birth of a new, more sec­
ular definition of J udaism and as a Jewish nati on emerged, symbols
were sought which would be easily identifiabl e, did not have exces­
sive religious connotations (although some was necessary) and which
could hearken back to political! national settings without a religious
emphasis. The Menorah , which had been a symbol of the Maccabean
revolt (the Maccab ees were a favorite of the early Zionists and nation­
alists although the symbol was clearly associated with the T emple ),
was chosen, and the rath er abstract and ignoble "Star of David"
whose checkered past was known to only a few scholars but whose
international and universal themes had already emerged as significant
among late 19th and early 20th century think ers.

II. TIle Star if David in the Modern Period

In the 19th century, the main meaning of the Magen David, the
Shield or Star of David was still Auid-a five or six pointed star
(they were used almost indiscriminantly by J ewish sources) and was
linked as a symbol in Mysticism and general European philosophi ­
cal thinking. The fact that the symbol had been used earlier by the
ill-fated Shabbatei Tzvi and his movem ent , and J ewish and non -
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Jewish amulet makers (both east and west) did not seem to matter.
The Star of David was not a major symbol in the Reform and
Positive Historical J ewish movements of the 19th century but odd ly
enough the Rothschild family coat of arms chose to use it when they
were ennobled in Austria. Heinri ch Heine uses it perhaps as a mixed
metaphor (of universalism and particularism) in 1840 but it was not
until the end of the century that the symbol became of singular
importance. The first issue (June 4, 1897) of Herzl's Die Welt uses
it on the masthead in a clear attempt at creating a national "sym­
bol." O ne wonders if Herzl and the nascent Zionist movement under­
stood the irony of their choice of a primarily mystical symbol in
their secular nationalist movement . The Star of David, which has
both mystical and nationalistic significan ce by the end of the century,
passes into use by Zioni sts also becaus e it was easily reproducible in
late 19th and early 20th century printed materials and precisely
because it did not have the same overt religious meanings associ­
ated with T emple facad es, T en Commandment tablets or the Torah
Shrine. Professor Gershom Scholem, the leading scholar of J ewish
mysticism in the 20th century, gives an unusual pronouncement
regarding its use by the Zionist movement. After reviewing hundreds
of examples of the "star symbol" in Jewish mysticism over the past
1,000 years in his seminal article "T he Star of David: History of a
Symbol," he concluded that it was chosen by the Zionists at the end
of the 19th century because it was well known but "lacked any clear
connection with religious conceptions and associations" (pp. 280-281 ):

Wh en the Zioni sts chose it as their insignia at the Basle congress, it
possessed two qualities which had to recommend it to men in search
of a new symbol. In the first place, it was known to everyone becau se
of its general dissemination throu gh the centuries, its appearance on
every new synagogue, on the seals of the communities, the ph ilan ­
thropic societies, and the like. Secondly, in conte mporary conscious­
ness it lacked any clear connec tion with religiou s conceptions and
associa tions.!

It will be argued here that the symbol never lost its mystical cha r­
acter of salvation/redemption and that this may have been precisely
one of the reasons why it was selected as a symbol of the new move­
ment. The mystical eleme nt of nation al salvation formulated by

2 Th is article was reprinted in his book The Messianic Idea in J udaism (New York:
Schocken, 1971), pp . 257ff
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Zionism's ea rliest secular thinkers may not have been religiou sly
inspired, although there obviously were religiou s Zionists who under­
stood the total depth of the religious symbol. Nevertheless, it must
have represented a wonderful opportunity for cross-over interest both
from trad itional factions within Judaism and even from non-jews
who would have recognized the symbol as bein g powerful even in
their own consciousness.

By the 20th century Franz Rosenzweig, the premier J ewish philoso­
pher with M artin Bub er in Germany, had decided to combine the
two aspects into a major philosophical concept in his book Der Stem
der Erlosung (192 I). In this work he calls the geometri c pattern of the
six pointed star-made up of two triangles-the symbol of Jewish
Redemption. Although Ros enzweig is no t a political Zionist, his view
was that the J ewish peopl e were in need of self-in itiated extrication
from the exile and alienation ofJ ewish life in Europe. The six points
of the star were two triangles of man, the universe and God , inter­
acting/ overlain with the three elements of interaction : crea tion, revela­
tion and redemption. When superimposed upon on e anothe r the
independent elements become one and provide the J ew with the "Star
of R edemption." Though based in H egelian an d Kantian distinc­
tion s, the use of the six po inted sta r as a mystical and qu asi-nation­
alist symbol in such modern philosophical terms is a major turn in
the fortunes of the Magen David as mod ern J ewish symbol. A foot­
note to this and perhaps a dire ct descendent of Rosenzweig' s usc
appears in the Yaacov Agam art work of the 1960's to the present.
Agam, who se kinetic art uses the geome tric, no t representative, art
as a part of his mystical understanding of the second commandme nt :

Agam has interpreted David's shield in many ways. In it he sees first
the star of love, then an infinite variety of cosmic forms that are pro­
jected on to his universe or reflected from the polished surface of the
sphere by a game of and triangulation in which over here the shad­
ows play upon the wall and over there the lights, caught by the steel
shadow of lights of Israel upon the world that surrounds us with its
milky galaxies accessible to the Talmudists only or on the globe, shield
of the people, points-arrow or sex organ-crossed, interchangeable, tan­
gled, disjointed, reunited ...3

l Homage to Yaacov Agam, Solomon R. Guggenh eim Museum Exhibition 1980
(New York: Amiel, 1980), p. 119.
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III. TIle Menorah in the Ancient Period

The Menorah has had the longest and most uninterrupted run as a
symbol of the J ewish people. In the ea rly 20th century its destiny
was often intertwined with the M agen David . Zion ist publicat ions
such as Ost und West (1904), use both, the Bezalel Art Institute used
the Menorah in man y of its ea rly exhibition posters, the Anglo­
Palestine Company with its bank certificates use the Men orah motif.
Zev J ab otin sky chose it for the symbol of Beitar primarily becau se
of the association with the M accabee story and it seems to have
been held up as a symbol of courage by Jabotin sky and Beitar.' The
J ewish Brigade, World War I soldiers who fought aga inst the Turks
on the side of the British, used the symbol as well in 1917 . Despite
some equivocation on wheth er it should be depicted as a seven , eight
or nin e branched symbol based up on religious considera tions, the
M enorah has been seen on the vast maj ori ty of J ewish institutions
and markings as an indi cator of J evvishness. In the 20th century,
artist Benno Elkan created several bronze menorot, one in Westrninster
Abbey and the other in front of the Knesset in Israel which have
becom e the second most well-known symbol of Israel and the J ewish
people.

On July 15, 1948, some two months after the declaration of the
Sta te of Israel, the provisional govern ment issued a stat ement on the
"Symbol of the State of Israel" which was later published in the bul­
letin of February II , 1949. This symbol was finally settled up on after
450 sugges tions from 164 participants were considered." The origi­
nal design of the M en orah was an adapted version of the M en orah
from the Arch of Titus, stripped of all of the G reco-Ro man sym­
bo ls found on the origina l. The final version has all of the Greco­
Rom an symbols (albeit obscured- as th ey are on the original) and
therein lies some of the irony of the choice. The M enorah of the
Arch of Titus became the symbol of the State of Israel in the 1950s
despite its rather problem atic history. Ironically, the symbol of the
Arch of Titus, which was representative of the degrad ation of the
J ewish people , becam e the symbol of its rebirth. So we have symbols

, Rachel Arbel, "Between the Menorah and the Magen David" in L'Or Hak lenoralt
(Hebrew: J erusalem, Israel Museum, 1998), pp . 187ff.

5 Alek Mishori, "T he Menorah and the O live Branches" in L'O, HaAfenorah
(Hebrew: J erusalem, Israel Museum , 1998), pp . 17fT.
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of mysticism and degradation, irrational zeal for restoration and mys­
tical redemption-irony of ironies which have become the main sym­
bols for the rationalist and nationalist modern J ewish people and the
State of Israel.

IV. TIe Menorah: Symbol if Redemption?

The use of the Menorah as the symbol of the power of the Stat e
of Israel-as it is depicted on money and at the Israeli Knesset­
indicates that it was seen as the embodiment of the ancient State of
Israel and its sovereignty, in the guise of the T emple of J erusalem,
and the modern State of Israel and its sovereignty in the guise of
the Knesset in Jerusalem. The symbol which was erected at the
Kn esset in 1955 raised a tremendous amount of controversy. The
only contemporary version of the Menorah of the Temple which
was the basis for the Knesset's model is from the infamous Arch of
Titus. The choice of the Arch of Titus Menorah and not any of the
hundreds of other anci ent versions discover ed in and around Israel
is an attempt at artistic , historical and political irony. The very sym­
bol of the degradation of the ancient Jews, the Arch of Titus, was
now a symbol of the new J ewish nation. For centuries, Roman Jews
would not pass under the Arch, but went around it, often at great
cost or trouble. Now, although the ancient Romans no longer existed,
the State of Israel would use the symbol of the plight of the Jews
as the symbol of their redemption .

Unfortunately, great symbolic actions of political , social and artis­
tic import are not always well-documented in history . In point of
fact, the "Arch of Titus" is not the original Arch of Titus. The orig­
inal was built at the curved end of the Circus Maximus in Rome
after the victories of Vespasian and Titus but no longer exists. Another
arch , the one which is presently called the "Arch of Titus" (and
toward which much Jewish consternation is directed) is found at the
end of the Via Sacra , between the Forum Romanum and the Colosseum,
and was completed in the period of Domitian, Vespasian 's second
son. It is a first century rendering, however , built in the mid-80s of
the common era either as a tribute to Domitian's father 's victory in
Jerusalem or in memory of his brother (and perhaps to deflect cir­
culating criticism in Rome that he had poisoned his brother!). The
so-called "Arch of Titus" is built of Pentelic marble around a con-



THE MYSTERY O F THE MENORAH AND T H E STAR 291

cre te core and has the familiar panels showing T itus carrying away
the treasures of th e T emple of J erusalem. Built of imported white
marble, it was one of th e ea rliest public monuments to use th e
Composite capital." The actual artifacts shown on th e Arch were
probably kept in the Temenos Eirenes of th e Templum Pacis, better
known as the Forum of Vespasian, built to ident ify the new dyn asty
with the blessings of peace after the period of strife both within the
western and eastern empires. This is confirme d by the state me nts of
J osephus in the J ewish Wars, 7.5.5-7. In June 455 King Gaiseric,
king of th e Vandals sacked Rome and took the treasure s of th e
Temple, presumably inclu ding th e M enorah . Belisari us, the general
of Empe ror Justinian overthrew th e Vandal capital in Africa and
brought th e treasures from there to Con stantinople and ultimately
to J erusalem where they remained until th e Persian or Islamic con­
qu ests in th e 7th century . It s wh ereabouts from th e 7th cent ury
onward is unknown.' The Seven branch ed men orah was not only a
major symbol ofJudaism but also became a Christian symbol in th e
Middle Ages and the branches were inte rpreted as the seven char­
acteristics of th e "H oly Spi rit" and as a symbol of M ary, the mother
ofJ esus.s The vision of the Holy M enorah is found in H ebrews and
in R evel at ions and therefore cont inued to have apocalyptic and
christological meanings.

The qu intessential J ewish symbol, th e seven-bran ched menorah
described in th e Bible, was actually forbidden for use by the Rabbis
following th e destru ction of the T emple in 70 C .E. and its appear­
ance in synagogue iconography is itself problem atic." In order to
acc ommoda te this ra bbinic injunction small changes were some times
made to menorah so th at it was slightly different from the one which
was in th e T emple. This point is important to our investigation of
the incense shovel in synagogue iconography. The Syn agogue was

ti J. B. Ward-Perkins, Roman Imperial Architecture (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1994), p. 73.

7 From Procopius, History if the Wars (London: Loeb, 1916), vol. II, pp. 280-81 ,
cited in H. Strauss, "T he Fate and Form of the Menorah of the Maccabees" in
Eret; Israel, Vol. 6 (Israel Exploration Society, 1960), p. 123.

8 Chronicum Cluniascense, Ibid., Strauss, p. 129, footnote #39.
9 BT Avodah Zarah 13a. "A person may not make ... a menorah after the

design of the [Temple's] menorah . On e may, however, make one with five, six or
eight branches, but with seven he may not make it even though it be made of
other metals [than those used in the T emple's menorah].
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not intended to be a replacement for the T empl e." The symbols of
the synagogue were intended to remind the worshippers of the T emple,
not be an exac t copy of the items in the T emple. This is especially
tru e in regards to the use of the incense shovel in synagogue iconog­
raphy. More importantly, all of the oth er symbols continued not only
to represent past T empl e rituals, but be active reminders of Rabbinic
practices. A oil Menorah was lit not only on Hanukkah but was
used in regular daily service, the Shofar symb olized Rosh HaShanah
an d the central practice of blowing of the Shofar during the service,
the Lulav and Etrog symbolized the central practice of the waving
of the Lulav and Etrog during the service, and the incense shovel
may have presumably symbolized either the daily incense service of
the T emple or the Leviticus 16 incense service of the Day of Atone­
ment . In either case, the symmetry of daily-High Holyday-Sukkot­
daily or daily-High Holyday-Sukko t, of the Rabbinic liturgy and
practice is suggested by the appearance of the incense shovel on the
synagogue mosaics. The meanings of the Menorah (or perhaps espe­
cially during the Roman period were appa rently manifold) can be
said to comprise the spiritually salvific and messianic, the political
and national, and the practical and utilitarian .

The symbol of the Menorah (and especially the holiday of Hanukkah)
in the story of the Maccab ean revolt in the second century B.C.E.
brings these meanings togeth er and plays an important part in the
mod ern Zionist musings on the new nation of Israel. First, the orig­
inal Menorah was destroyed and ano ther was reb uilt mu ch the same
way that the new na tion was to be resurrected and rebuilt. Second,
the Maccabees were a very sma ll group and were able to defeat a
mu ch larger force of Greeks by their cunning and zeal. Finally, the
Menorah was mad e not like the origin al of gold, but differen t.

V. The Three Scenarios if the One Menorah if the Hanukkah Story

There are three scenarios for the one menorah which we generally
conceptualize from the Hanukkah story , and none of them fit neatly
into a single Menorah account from antiquity through the Maccab ean

I II For a detailed study of the question see SJ D. Cohen, "T he Temple and the
Synagogue ," in The Temple in Antiq uity, ed. T. Madsen (Provo, UT: Brigham Young
University Press, 1984), pp . 151-1 74.
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revolt in 167 E.C.E. Clearl y, only one M enorah was describ ed by
the Pentateuch as being in the Tabernacle in the desert with the
Israelites in Exodus 25:31- 40. It was locat ed on the south side of
the Tabernacle, opposite the Table of Loaves (Ex. 26:35) and it
unmistakeably was an oil lamp (Ex. 35:14) with seven oil burning
(presumably pottery) lamps inlor the gold base. In the First T emple
of Solomon, however , we find that there is a tradition in I Kings
7:47-49 that there were 10 menorot in addition to the one. The II
Chronicles 4: 18-20 version of this same I Kings account does not
have the exact positions of the menorot but, is the sam e tradition
expressed in a shorter fashion. In II Chronicles 13 there was one
golden Menorah which was treated differently than the other 10,
but still 11 menorot. Scholars like R.E. Friedman conje cture that
the Tabernacle was set up in the First Temple ar ea in a mini-dio­
rama format in the Holy of Holi es and therefore with in this smaller
sanctuary there was only one, the original, an cient gold M enorah,
and in the great er , more public hall there wer e the oth er 10, which
might explain why it is not mentioned in I Kings.!' The problem is
that after the destru ction of the T emple in 586 E.C.E., we are unsure
about whether all eleven or just one of the menorot were destroy ed
by the Babylonians. We are told in Rabbinic texts that the one,
most important M enorah was returned from its hiding place (after
the return in the period of Cyru s the Great) and this is apparently
the famous M enorah of the Hanukkah story . It was the one which
was destroyed by Antiochus Epiphane s IV and finally rebuilt byJudah
M accab ee, and it is this Menorah which is recorded in Antiquities
12.7.6:

And when he had carefully purified it, he brought
in new vessels, such as a menorah , tabl e and altar ,
which were made of gold. . . he also pulled down
the altar and built a new one of various stones
which had not been hewn with iron ... they
kindled the lights on the menorah 12 and
burned incense on the altar.

Earlier , however , J osephus, had stated in Antiquities 12.5.4 that
Antiochus carried off ". . . the vessels of God, the golde n lucnia
(Iampstands) and the golden altar and tabl e . .." The main meno-

11 Richard E. Friedman , Who Wrote the Bible? (New York: Harper and Row, 1989).
11 "Lights" was the name of the holiday.
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rah seems to have been distinct from the golden lampstands (and a
different word is used) although they could just be the recreation of
the 11 menorot that J osephus knew had been there in biblical times.
More importantly, the new Menorah (or menorot) made (or remade)
by the Maccab ees was in fact different from the old Menorah; the
Roman influences of Herod the Great in the early first century C.E.
during his restoration of the T empl e ma y have caused this meno­
rah to be remade in a totally different image as well.

VI. 77ze Menorah if the Arch if Titus as " <Ihe' Menorah"

The upp er part of the Menorah on the Arch of Titus is assumed
to be the Menorah of the Hasmon eans by most scholars. It fits artis­
tic renderings found in both post and pre -destruction contexts but
the mythological figures have provided a problem . The Menorah
was, according to the T almud, remad e in Hasmonean times of iron
overlaid with tin (or wood overlaid with iron). "When they grew
richer they made it out of silver, and when they grew richer , they
made it out of gold" (Rosh Hashan ah 24b; Avoda h Zarah 43b).
Although the books of Maccab ees do not state that the Hasmoneans
remade all the Holy Vessels including the Menorah , I Maccab ees
4.49 asserts: "T hey also made new sacred vessels, and they brought
the Menorah and the altar of incense and the T able into the nave."
The Maccab ees tradition may allude to only some new vessels while
the Menorah, Incense Altar and T able were brought back or recap­
tured from Antio chu s. In addition, the idea is that they may have
mad e their Menorah from the collected metal spea rs of the warriors.
This is alluded to both in the Hellenistic and Rabbinic sources . The
only archaeological evidence of this is provided by the Menorah with
the cross-bar at the top which is found in a variety of contexts."
T almudic tradition assumes that only in Herodian times were the
T emple vessels restored to their original glory. J osephus, however ,
states that when it was remade by the H asmoneans, it was mad e of
gold from the beginning (Antiquities 12.5.4). He says that Antiochu s

n Kokhav HaYarden , Alexandri a, Gaza , etc., op. cit., J.R. Goodenough, J ewish
S)'Inbols in the Greco-Roman Period (New York: Pan theon, 1958), Vol. 1II, figs. 583,
896 , and 1034; Yarden, fig. 129, p. 27 op. cit., Hachlili, 2001 holds that the Menorah
on the Arch of T itus is J ewish; the base is not J ewish, p. 5 1. D. Sperber , L'or Ha
Menorah, 1998, pp. 50fT. holds that the Menorah and base were upd ated by Herod.
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carried off "... the vessels of God, the golden lampstands and the
golden altar and table . . ." and that it was necessary to remake the
H oly Vessels. \Vhen Pompey and his men saw the gold menorah
when they visited in the mid-first century E.C .E. it was gold and
not in the intermediate stage of development (Antiquities 14:7).

The two-tiered octago nal base with decorated plates adorning the
outside of the base is assumed by many scholars to be later than
the Menorah and non-jewish. One of the main reasons why the
base of the Menorah depicted on the Arch of Titus is thought to
be either a Roman addition placed there by Roman artisans/ engi­
neers was to eith er stabilize it for travel from j eru salem to Rome,
or to prepare it to adorn Vespasian 's Peace Park in Rome. Hence
these were not , supposedly, j ewish-sanctioned images. The plat es fea­
ture mythological images such as eagles, sea goats, fish, mermaids,
sea creature s and the like. While these are not generally held to be
j ewish images (and clearly a symbol of Rome), eagles are found
throughout the Herodi an-Roman periods in Rabbinically sanctioned
contexts." Rabbinic burials in Beth Shearim as well as Hellenized
j ews throughout Israel used the eagle despite the obvious connec­
tion to astral and imm ort al symbolic connotations in the Nea r East,
and despite its association with Greek myths." Dolphins" and sea­
creatures " also appear in synagogue and other j ewish ornamenta­
tion . Their appearance on the Arch of Ti tus is therefore not as
unu sual as was once suspec ted.

In addition, the source of the Menorah and its base may be
clarified from our und erstanding of how some of the artifacts in the
T empl e came to be there. While most of the vessels were crafted
by j ewish arti sans, some of the artifacts appa rently in use in the
T emple were also donations from non-jews. In one sequence in ~Vars,

josephus recounts that some of the T emple vessels were once seized by
the anti-Roman Zealots. Among the vessels some had been donated
by the emperor Augustus and his wife (in the first century C.E. ),
and by oth er "foreigners" at different periods. In the last days of
the first j ewish revolt, j ohn of Gishala melted down "ma ny of the
templ e-offerings and many of the vessels required for publi c worship,

" R. Hachlili , AncientJ ewish Art and Archaeology in the Land ofIsrael (Leiden: Brill,
1988), pp. 81, 187, 189, 206- 208, 329- 330, 332-335, 365- 366, 376-377, 393-394.

,., Ibid., p. 334.
II> Ibid., pp. 318, 330-332, 377, 387.
17 Ibid., p. 3+4.
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bowls and salvers (Pinakas in Greek)" and tables; " nor did he
abstain from the vessels for pure wine sent by Augustus an d his con­
sort. " It appears that Roman leaders had from time to time made
donations of certain vessels to the Temples and they had been deemed
acceptable for use in certain rituals. Only very extreme Zealots did
not accept these donations ".. . remarking to his companions that
they should not scruple to employ divine things on the Divinity's
behalf, and that tho se who fought for the T emple should be sup­
ported by it."!"

John of Gishala and the rebels obviously wished to red eem the
T emple from impure vessels which they saw being employed in the
daily service. One of these items which had been donated may have
been the base for the Menorah . In addition, the PT Megillah 24a
repo rts that Antoninus (Caracalla) apparently dona ted a Menorah to
a synagogue in Sepphoris during the period of his great friendship
with Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi in the third century C.E., appare ntly
indicating that the tradition of accepting gifts for ritual J ewish use
cont inued beyond the period of the T empl e.

In short, it appears that the Menorah which becam e the symbol
of the Modern State of Israel-the one which was used by the early
Zionists and artists- was certainly the Menorah of the Arch of Titus.
The Arch of Titus was up until the 20th century a symbol of J ewish
degradation and powerlessness but it also preserved an artistic rendering
of a highly stylized Menorah with Greek and Roman symbols on
its base. Although the images have been stylized in most renderings
of the State of Israel- so the Greek and Roman symbols are not
very obvious-this still did not satisfy those un comfortable with
allegedly non-Jewish motifs on the preeminent artifact of the nation .

Explanations to make it more palatabl e to an Israeli publi c in a
post-Holocaust world crea ted whol e theori es to explain why this
Menorah (and its base) were not one. Rabbi Isaac Herzog, the then
Chief Rabbi of Israel, explained that the original base was proba­
bly broken upon taking it out of the T empl e and was replaced and
stablized by a Roman artist who decided to embellish it with the
decorati ons." Another view states that this Menorah on the Arch of

IH T his is most pro bably the Pinkha in Hebrew (~ ::l:El ) that mea ns small bowl.
1'1 J osephus, Wars, V. 562-564.
211 J.H. Herzog, "The Menorah on the Arch of T itus," ASsays in Memory qf S.M.

Mayer (Jerusalem, 1956), pp. 95-98. Rabbi Herzog also wrote that the choice was
not a good one because it was done by the Rom ans!
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T itus and used by the State of Israel was not the real Menorah at
all. The "real" Menorah , acco rding to this version, had been hid­
den away and the Romans were given a copy which was available
in the T emple storehouses. It was also rumored this was another
version of the Menorah which was similar to the one given by Herod
to Rome (Wars 6:388) but not "the" Menorah from the T emple.

VII. From Rosettes to Stars

Unlike the genesis and development of the symbol of the Menorah
in an cient Judaism as a unique part of the T emple cult and later
as a part of the historic memory of the people, the Star of David
seems to have emerged as a product of the Ancient Near East iconog­
raphy and only later found its unique expression in J ewish life.
Geom etric symbols are popular because of the ease of their pro­
duction and because they were seen in both the ancient Egyptian,
Mesopotamian" and Greek systems as containing a divine element.
This was not so much due to their simplicity but in the elements of
exac titude and precision they represented . A presentation of the
rosette as a pointed ornamented version of the star in its different
manifestations of six and eight petals provided another aspect, often­
times presented with wavy lines suggesting a form of kinetic motion
or "whirling" wheel effect. The rosettes were often symbols of Ishtar
or Haddad'" in Mesopotamia and their continued use in the Hellenistic
and Roman period raises the question of whether their original mean­
ing survived as well, or whether they were purely decorative by the
Hellenistic and Roman period. As we shall see, this question impacts
upon our understanding of the star symbol , both pentagram and
hexagram, as they appear to be geometric renderings or altern ative
versions of the rosette both in the Bronze and Iron Age as well as
the Hellenistic and Roman periods . It is clear that the petalled rosette,
which had been a symbol of the sun, and the whirling wheel (multi­
branched , wavy lined), which had been a symbol of the moon in

21 The Mesop otami an an d Egyptian rose tte symbo l can be found in J .R .
Good enough, J ewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, Vol. 7 (New York: Pantheon,
1958), pp . 180ff. and 183ff.

n M. Avi-Yonah, Art in Ancient Palestine (J erusalem: Magnes Press, 1981), p. 105,
notes 3 and 4.
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earlier Mesopotamian circles , survived in a similar capacity into
Roman times in the Middle East."

VIII. TIe Star if David?

Whil e there is no grea ter symbol of later Medieval Judaism24 than
the hexagram and/or pentagram (the so-called Star of David/Solomon),
its origins are shrouded in mystery . It appears with six (hexagram),
five (pentagram) but also appears in variations of a ten points" and
a triple intertwined "figure of eight " points in Israel on synagogues
and in Trans-jordan as well." The hexagram became the better
known of the two stars in the Middle Ages, while the pentagram
appears to be the more prevalent in the Hellenistic and early Roman
period. In the Bronze and Iron Ages the symbol appears both in
the Middle Ease and in Israel.

The pentagram on Hebrew seals is found at two sites in Israel,"
and at Megiddo it is inscribed on an ashlar of the south east corne r
of a large house in the so-called Stratum IV / 9 and on pottery and
a seal from an earlier period." The pentagram pottery ma rking

23 Ibid., p. 105, notes 10 and I I.
2" On the entire question see, Gers hom Scholern, Kabbalah (Jerusalem: Keter,

1974), article on "Magen David," pp . 362fI: From the 13th century onward it is
found in illuminated Hebrew Bible man uscripts from Ger many to Spain. While
most of the use of the hexagram and pentag ram is limited to amulets and versions
of mezuzot they are clearly well-known as a J ewish symbol from the 12th century
onward. J oshua T rachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition (New York: Behr man,
1939), pp . 140-142, 150- 151.

25 J.R. Goodeno ugh, Vol. 7, p. 198.
2<; M. Avi-Yonah , Art in Ancient Palestine (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1981), p. 112.

He lists sites at Capernaurn and Esthemoa and on sixth century mosaics of Mukhmas
and lintels at Aqraba , a screen from J erash.

27 B.L. Goff, Symbols if Prehistoric Mesopotamia (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1963), figures 316, 339, 464; Ernest Mackay, A Sumerian Palace and the "A" Cementery
at Kish Mesopotamia, part II, (Chicago: T he Field Museum , 1929), Plate LX, # 54,
on a pendan t; Arthur J. To bler, Excavations at Tepe Gawra, Vol. II, Levels IX-XX,
(Philadelphia: University of Penn sylvania, 1950), Plate CLV, #25 , on a ter ra cotta
spindle whorl.

2S Flinders Petrie, Ancient Caza; Vol. IV, PI. XVII cited in M. Avi-Yonah, Art in
Ancient Palestine (Je rusalem: Magnes Press, 1981), p. 108.

29 Iron Age I of the period. P.L.O . Guy, New Light from Armageddon (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1931), p. 37, Fig. 25.

'lI) Th e pentagram is painted on a large jar from Megiddo; it is a buria l jar from
Stra tum XIII which is dated (1800- 1750 [B.C.E.]); also in the same volume is a
limestone stamp seal, found with a pentagram from Statum XI V (see below).
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painted on the side of a burial jar is particularl y prominent from
the Middle Bronze Age.31 Burial j ars in this period have minimal
decoration and th e pentagram prominently placed on the side of a
large and rather distinctive jar indicates that it was to distinguish it
from other vessels found there. A lime stone button seal found at
alm ost th e same Stratum at M egiddo indicates that it was a well­
known symbol in the Middle Bronze Age in this early period."

The pentagram continued to be an important symbol during the
Israelit e period but is found among Jews both within and outside
th e histori cal boundaries of the Land of Israel. It is found on a
H ebrew seal from th e 7th century from Sidon," and although only
on e example can be cited from the period between the 7th and 4th
century, it appears to have been reinvigorated during the Hellenistic
period. The on e example from th e 6th -5th century E.C.E. is from
Gerar and is also on a pott ery piece." By th e 3rd century E.C.E.,
th e Greek influence may have re-introduced this known symbol
intoJudea , but with a new or possibly similar meaning. Lucian states
that th e pentagram was used by the Pythagorean s as a symbol for
"health" and perhaps via Pythagoreanism it was reinstat ed as a sym­
bol with curative or salvific powers. The clear est example of its use
by J ews is from the over fifty H elleni stic j ar handles found in the
vicinity ofJ erusalem/Judah. These have become known because they
have a pentagram with th e letters of J erusalem spelled out in paleo­
H ebrew script between the star 's points.P One textual reference may

:1I G. Loud , Ficld Director, Megiddo fl, Seasons qf 1935-1939 (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1941), Plate 18:7 and Plate 118:12.

32 Ibid., Plate 162: I.
33 N. Avigad, Corpus of W. Semitic Stamp Seals (Je rusalem: The Israel Academy,

1997), p. 106, #184.
3" Flinders Petrie , Gerar (London: British School of Archaeology in Egypt, 1928),

p. 19 and plate 43:10.
3e, One of the first major reports of these stamped handles comes from the exca­

vations at Ramat Rahel where excavator Y. Aharoni found examples in stratum
IVB dump pits together with othe r pottery and attributed the pottery, and the
handles to the late Persian and early Hellenistic period (fourth century B.C.E.); see
Y. Aharoni, Excavations at Ramat Rahel 1961- 62 (Rome: Ce ntro di Studi Semitici,
1964), p. 43. Even E. Stern in his the Material Culture ofthe Land ofthe Bible in the
Persian Period (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1973), pp . 200- 207, continued to use
the dating as Persian . N. Avigad , 'j udean Post-Exilic Stamps," Israel Exploration
J oumal, Vol. 24, Nu mber I, (1974), pp. 52-58 however established the date as
clearly Hellenistic (2nd century E.C.E.). Although found primarily on jug handles,
H.N. Richardson in 1968 at Te l Yarmut, BASOR, no. 192, p. 13 (Dec. 1968) foun d
a cooking pot handle with a J erusalem pentagram. Avigad , p. 55 note #25.
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actually confirm its use in Hellenistic Judaism. The Testament of
Solomon I:5- 7 states :

When I, Solomon heard these things, I went into the Temple of God
and praising him day and night begged with all my soul that the
demon might be delivered into my hands and that I might have author­
ity over him . Then it happened that while I was praying to the God
of Heaven and Earth, there was given me from the Lord Sabaoth
through the archangel Michael a ring which had a seal engraved with
a five pointed star . . ." 31;

Because of the proximity of the stamped jugs to Jerusalem, origi­
nating from the oppressive Seleucid regime of the second century
B.C .E., the pentagram figure was interpreted by some to have "mes­
sianic" significance and continued to be used in this regard into the
first century C.E. In what is apparently a final message and hope
for Divine intervention the pentagram is etched alongside an incan­
tation in a First Revolt Dead Sea Cave." In the eastern forum exca­
vations north of the T emple Mount, the Lithostrotos pavement from
the second century C.E. has a number of incised designs including
a hexagram." A third century C.E. grafitto of a hexagram on a cat­
acomb of Beth Shearim togeth er with a full-masted boat suggests
that the sign may have continued to have the sense of salvation
and/or after-life power in its presentation th ere ." These second and
third century C.E. pentagram and hexagram examples indicate that
the general J ewish use of the symbol continued into the middle
Roman period in Palestine.

% Pentalpha (five Alphas interl aced), a thirty-one letter word written in the sec­
ond and third of a series of concentric circles, or an engraving with "0 Lord our
God ", etc. in a var iety of manuscript readings. See J.H. Charlesworth , Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha, Vol. I (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), p. 962 from
"Test ament of Solomon T ext, Translation and Introduction" by D.C. Duling. Thi s
treatment is found originally in McCown , C.C., the Testament if Solomon edited from
Manuscripts at Mount Athos, Bologna, Holkham Hall, J erusalem, London, Milan, Paris, and
Vienna (Leipzig, 1922), Good enough, Symbols, Vol. II, pp . 42-61.

:17 Y. Patrich , "Hideouts in the Judean Wilderness," Biblical Archaeology Review,
Sept./Oct. 1989, p. 40. A star is found on the wall of the Nah al Mikhrnas cave
along with an incantation and is dated by Patri ch to the First Revolt .

lH E. Stern, ed. , the New Encyclopedia if Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land,
V01. II (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1993), p. 765.

1'1 M. Avi-Yonah, Art in Ancient Palestine (Jerusalem : Magnes Press, 1981), Plate
8:4 .
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IX. Christian and Moslem Stars

While the pentagram and hexagram clearly exist in the Hellenistic
and early Roman period as Jewish symbols, the hexagram does appear
to have an ongoing life as a symbol on tripartite lintels on Byzantine
structures (synagogues/ churches?).40 The lintel from the synagogue
of Capernaum, for example, which is now understood as an exam­
ple of a Christian relic Church together with the Ark of the Covenant
lintel, demonstrates the Christian usage of formerly exclusive Jewish
symbols. It is preserved on an early fifth century Church in Tiberias
and on medieval European Churches as well." Coptic Christianity
also picked up the symbol and used it on stamps with a cross in the
center, a rosette in the center, and with a series of triangles in and
around the points of the hexagram. The attempt to show that it had
been totally co-opted by Christianity in the Byzantine period can­
not be fully proven. In Tortosa, Spain, for example, two pentagrams
from the 6th century C.E. appear on a woman's tomb together with
a menorah with a Hebrew inscription'? while in Tarente, Italy, a
hexagram is found on a tomb of a man."

Hexagrams and pentagrams were also appropriated by Muslims
in the early Islamic period." Scholem suggests that it is from Islam
that it was reintroduced to medieval Jewry, especially in Spanish
Kabbalism as a powerful magic symbol. If so, it would mean that
the pentagram had three separate lives and rebirths in the history
oflsrael and Judaism. At its inception it was a symbol of the sun/moon
gods and goddesses of Mesopotamia and Egypt and was used by the
Israelites, especially in the north of the country until the Assyrian
dispersion of the 8th century. It disappeared during the Babylonian
Exile and Persian return to Israel, only to re-emerge in the Greco­
Roman period as a symbol of the curative and salvific powers perhaps

40 Ibid., M. Avi-Yonah , p. 10I, figure 15, and p. 102, fig. 17.
!I Scholern, op. cit., p. 362.
42 PJ.-B . Frey, Corpus of Jewish Inscriptions, Vol. I (New York: Ktav , 1975

reprint), p. 474, #661.
43 Ibid. , p. 444, #621 .
H R. Schick, "Palestine in the Early Islamic Period ," Near Eastern Archaeology,

Vol. 61, no. 2 (June, 1998), p. 87, where a penlagram/hexagram (missing part ) is
found together with an eight pointed star with the inscription "In the name of
God" on a pottery sherd.
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under the influence of the Pythagoreans. Its use was curtailed but
not totally diminished during the late Roman and Byzantine peri ­
ods. It disappeared again unti l it was reintroduced into medieval
Judaism as the Moslems ' eclectic search for symbols yielded a more
powerful "Seal of Solomon" as geometric ornam entation, which took
hold in the 9th~11 th century Golden Age of Spain.

By the 9th and lOth century it is known to Judah Hadassi, the
Karaite , as a "Shield of David.V" Spanish-jewish Kabbalists enlisted
the symbol both as a connection to what they may have known to
be an ancient J ewish symbol and to a new mystical tradition based
upon the best of medieval science and mathematics brought by the
Moslems. As it reem erged into Judaism in the 13th and 14th cen­
tury , it became a way for Jewish European mystics simultaneously
to be mod ern and tap into the powers inherent in this symbol for
all ages.

X. 17ze Theory in Practice: 17zree Periods if Use

Ce rtainly a choice of a national, religious symbol for modern J ewry
was not entirely obvious . The lack of regular, symboli c renderings
for Judaism and the J ewish people may have been stirred more by
outside forces (Christianity and Islam's symbol s) than by the imagi­
nation the Jewish people. When the search for "new-old" Jewish
symbols began in the modern period, the most obvious choices were
tho se closely connected to religion (the Torah Shrine, Torah scroll,
Lulav and Etrog, T emple in J erusalem, etc.) and were not empha­
sized. The symbols associated with religious life but whose symbolic
meaning could be transferred to greater , more transcend ent issues
such as redemption (the "lights" of the Menorah) and eternal, aes­
thetic and geometric patterns and principles (the two triangles of the
star) made these two (Menorah and star) more palatable than other
symbols . It certainly did not hurt the acceptance of these symbols
that the Church continued to use the Menorah in the pantheon of
Christian iconography, and that both Islam and Christianity utilized
a five and six pointed star in their religious iconography. It is per-

.5 Eshkol HaKofer , 92c , # 242. T his is the earliest reference to it as a reaction
to its use in Rabbinic J udaism.
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haps a grea ter irony that the very symbol of J ewish messianism, mys­
tical speculation and supe rstitious amulets (the star) and th e symbol
of J ewish servitude under th e Romans (the Menorah of Titus)"
became the national symbols of the redemption of the J ewish peo­
ple in the 20th century.

•,; For centuries , J ews refused to walk und ern eath the Arch of T itus in protest
to the origin al procession of J ewish slaves brought back to Rom e with the templ e
treasures and marched "through" /"unde r" the Arch .
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