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Introduction: 
Ber Borochov and Socialist Zionism 

Mitchell Cohen 

Not long before the commencement of World War I, a young Russian 
Jewish exile named Ber Borochov attended a lecture by V.I. Lenin in 
Liege, Belgium. When the Bolshevik's talk ended, Borochov arose and 
began presenting the case for Socialist Zionism. Lenin laughed in reply 
and told his interlocuter that he was trying to be both "here and there." 
You, said the future leader of the Soviet Union, are trying to sit on two 
chairs at once. The problem is, you are not even on the two chairs, you 
are in the empty space between them. I 

No doubt Borochov, the founder of Marxist Zionism, grasped the full 
import of Lenin's chide. In Borochov's view Marxists and socialists had, 
by and large, failed to come to grips with the question of nationalism 
in general and the Jewish question in particular. If, according to Marx, 
communism was a specter haunting Europe, for Borochov nationalism 
was a specter haunting socialism. Indeed, this ghost still stalks today, 
over sixty years after Borochov's death. Now, as then, there are few 
socialists (at least in the West) who would call themselves nationalists, 
certainly not without a grimace. Did not Marx and Engels proclaim in 
the Communist Manifesto that "working men have no country"? Did 
they not assert that "national differences and antagonisms between peoples 
are daily more and more vanishing, owing to the development of the 
bourgeoisie, to freedom of commerce, to the world market, to uniformity 
in the mode of production and conditions of life corresponding thereto"? 

National differences intensified througout the world in the century 
after Marx's words were penned. Most Marxist theorists-with important 
exceptions, such as the Austro-Marxists-never fully confronted the issue. 
Rather than developing a materialist theory of nationalism, they often 
assumed it to be a temporary phenomenon only (in which case Marx 
would eventually be proven right), a thoroughly reactionary phenomenon 
(to be fought under almost all circumstances), or, as in the case of Lenin 
himself, largely a tactical question (in which national culture per se 
ultimately had no true value). The very notion of socialist internationalism 
seemed to negate nationalism: Would it not obfuscate the class struggle? 

1 



2 Class Struggle and the Jewish Nation 

Would it not mislead the proletariat into subservience to a ruling class 
that would, under the banner of patriotism, send off workers to die for 
imperialist interests as in World War I? 

Such questions became more problematic throughout the twentieth 
century with the emergence of Third World anticolonial struggles-which 
were and are almost unanimously supported by the Left. These struggles, 
however, have generally taken the form of national struggles. Orthodox 
Marxists may argue that the socialist struggle is international in content 
while national in form. This ignores the fact that the awakening Third 
World's efforts have been national both in content and form, even when 
led by socialists. The desire to create a positive, indigenous national 
content in the lives of peoples drained by European political and cultural 
domination has been central to such endeavors and analyzed well by 
writers like Albert Memmi and Frantz Fanon. 

Thus the question of nationalism is far from resolved. In supporting 
anticolonial struggles, an admission of some form of progressive nation­
alism cannot be escaped. But does internationalism require the assertion 
that once victory is at hand in a given country, its national culture no 
longer has value? Is nationalism simply a means in a worldwide struggle 
against imperialism? And is it not cynical, if not patronizing, to take 
this argument to its logical conclusion, namely that a national culture 
is progressive when the nation is oppressed, and reactionary once freedom 
has been won? If this is not the case, then a different understanding is 
required of the phenomenon of nationalism, and in the realm of Marxist 
theory this means a materialist analysis of something whose potency 
was supposed to have vanished long ago. Other questions must also 
follow. If a form of progressive nationalism is to be allowed-with the 
obvious corollary that there exists reactionary nationalism as well-what 
manifestations shall it take? What is its relationship to the state and 
what meaning shall self-determination have for the various nations in a 
multinational state? When is political independence justified or necessary 
as opposed to autonomy, within a given state? 

Ber Borochov's chief theoretical achievement was an attempted syn­
thesis of nationalism and socialism. He had a very specific national 
problem in mind-that of the Jews. This volume represents a selection 
of his essays all of which, in one way or another, revolve around this 
topic. He did not answer all the questions posed above, and not all his 
answers will be judged as satisfactory. Yet his represents an important, 
if largely unknown, effort. One reason Borochov is not well known is 
the inaccessibility of his writings to the English speaking reader. The 
sole edition of his writings to have appeared in English (all of which 
are included in this volume) was published in 1937, reprinted once, yet 
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is not easy to find. Another important reason is that he was a Zionist 
who tried to synthesize socialism with a form of nationalism that has 
not been popular on the Left. The Jewish question as a whole, including 
Zionism, has been almost as troublesome for the Left as the national 
question. Beginning with Marx's 1843 essays "On the Jewish Question," 
through Lenin's, Luxemburg's, and Trotsky's espousal of Jewish assim­
ilation, to current hostility in sections of the Left to the very existence 
of a Jewish national entity-the Jewish question and Zionism have been 
like a bone in the throat of many socialists (Jewish and non-Jewish alike) 
who have been unable either to swallow or disgorge it. 

Borochov was unwilling to grant Lenin's premise that one could sit 
either on the chair of socialism or that of nationalism, but not on both. 
As far as the Jewish question was concerned, either chair alone seemed 
too wobbly to him. The empty space between them would have to be 
filled by a movement for Jewish national self-determination and socialism 
in Palestine. Such an effort would at once affirm the specificity of the 
Jewish question, solve it, and maintain solidarity with international 
socialism. Borochov's attempt at a socialist-nationalist synthesis was tied 
to the immediate problem of Jewish nationalism and oppression. It was 
primarily grounded in the atmosphere of Russian Marxist and intellectual 
currents, Jewish politics, and a Jewish community that was facing a 
crisis of modernity in a backward, multinational, repressive Czarist empire. 
To fully appreciate Borochov's effort, all these factors must be kept in 
mind; for he was not just a theorist of Socialist Zionism, but a political 
renaissance man, the father and leader of a political party, and a pioneering 
philologist and analyst of Yiddish culture, highly versed in literature 
and philosophy. To remove his writings from this context is to abuse 
them. The following pages draw a broad picture of his political odyssey­
an odyssey cut short when he was but thirty-six years old, at a time 
when Bolshevism presented a new reality to his Party in Russia and 
his comrades in Palestine struggled to build the backbone of a new 
Jewish nation. 

I 

Ber Borochov was born on June 21, 1881, in Zolotonoshi, the Ukraine, 
where his father, a Hebrew teacher, had recently sojourned in an un­
successful effort to establish a school. Two months after his birth the 
family returned to their home town Poltava (also in the Ukraine), where 
young "Borya" was to grow up. The time and place of his birth are 
significant. In March 1881 Czar Alexander II was assassinated by the 
populist terrorists of Narodnaya Volya (people's will). In the following 
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month pogroms swept southern Russia. During the next two years Jews­
long the victims of repressive Czarist legislation-were attacked, raped, 
murdered, threatened, and their homes and places of work looted and 
burned in 200 towns. The Narodnaya Volya, champions of the peasantry 
(the main source of pogromists), issued a declaration defending the 
pogroms and accusing Russian Jewry of being "exploiters." 

The Jews lived confined to an area in the western Russian empire 
(including parts of Poland) generally known as the Pale of Settlement. 
Their status was that of Russian subjects of non-Russian birth, and they 
were restricted from numerous professions, barred from living outside 
cities and towns, and not permitted to own rural lands.2 They lived by 
the grace of the generally hostile government and local populace. The 
Czars, with occasional respite, devised numerous schemes throughout the 
nineteenth century to rid themselves of the Jewish problem, using methods 
ranging from assimilation incentives to force and coercion. In addition, 
the Jewish community, traditional until the nineteenth century, was 
feeling the impact of the Haskalah (enli�tenment), whose adherents, the 
maskilim. strove to have contact with the non-Jewish world and its 
culture. Some Jewish intellectuals became more and more secularized 
while others remained "enlightened" but very much within a Jewish 
frame of reference. Still others, hoping for a triumph of liberal values 
that would throw off the yoke of confinement they suffered as Jews, 
promoted integrationist ideas. 

For this last group, the pogroms of 1881-82 were a rude awakening. 
It led men like Leo Pinsker-active in the Society to Promote Culture 
Among the Jews-and Moshe Leib Lillienblum to despair of the Jewish 
fate in Russia and to become Zionists. The first organized Russian 
Zionists, the Hovevei Zion (lovers of Zion) appeared, and a trickle of 
Jews began leaving for Palestine, forming what became known as the 
First Aliyah (first wave of immigration). Among them was a small, 
determined group called Bilu, whose members saw themselves as pioneers 
in the ancient homeland; in their ranks were several volunteers from 
Poltava. Nineteen years earlier, a German Jewish socialist and former 
colleague of Marx, Moses Hess, wrote a little-noticed book, Rome and 
Jerusalem. calling for a Jewish socialist state in Palestine. Five years 
before Borochov's birth a Vi Ina-born political exile named A.S. Lieberman 
(see ch. 18 for Borochov's essay on him) had organized the first association 
of Jewish workers in London, the Agudat Hasozialistim Haivrim (Hebrew 
socialist union).3 In the decades after 1881, concurrent with the growth 
of Russian radicalism and socialism, Jewish socialist circles began ap­
pearing in the Pale, leading to the birth of the Jewish Labor Bund and 
the Labor Zionist movement at the turn of the century. 
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The town in which Borochov spent his youth was a microcosm of 
these currents. His close childhood friend Itzhak Ben-Zvi (then Itzhak 
Shimshelevitz and later the second president of Israel), described it as 
follows: 

Poltava was a city without factories or industrial plants. Instead, there were 
numerous mills, as well as many artisans and petty merchants. . . . The 
population lived mainly by the sales of products brought from surrounding 
villages. The Jews engaged in petty commerce and artisan trades; occasionally 
they earned a livelihood as unskilled laborers. Because there were no 
factories and large plants there was no labor movement.4 

Poltava would seem, then, an unlikely place for the radicalization of 
youths. Yet perhaps because the town had no industrial proletariat, the 
Czarist regime ordained it as an exile place for radicals. At various times 
this included the future Menshevik leader Martov, different Narodniki, 
the writer Vladimir Korolenko, and others; the police chief characterized 
Poltava as a "university for revolutionaries."5 Ben-Zvi wrote of young 
Borochov that "with the help of political exiles, he quickly mastered 
socialism."6 As for the Jewish community-Jews had begun settling there 
in the late eighteenth century and by the late 1870s numbered about 
4,000, a figure that was to grow to over 1 1 ,000 by the late I 890s. It was 
a well-organized, progressive community and an early center of Zionist 
activities. 

With Zionists and revolutionaries in his home town, the ingredients 
of Borochov's future ideas were before him. His parents, deeply rooted 
in Jewish affairs, were maskilim. and his father was a leading member 
of the Poltava Hovevei Zion. As a teacher licensed by the government, 
Moshe Aharon Borochov was not suspect of harboring illegal literature 
or radicals-which he and his wife did nonetheless. Young Borya, first 
of eight children, thus had easy access to an array of "subversive" 
materials. 7 From the time he was two or three his parents spoke only 
Russian in the house, because they feared a Yiddish accent would impede 
him in school. By the time he graduated from the gymnasium in 1900-
he was denied honors by an anti-Semitic teacher, thus preventing entry 
to a university-he mastered the knowledge of literature, sciences, eco­
nomics, philosophy and several languages including Latin, Greek, and 
Sanskrit.8 Borya discussed Palestine with young Ben-Zvi and twice, at 
ages ten and sixteen (in 1897, the year Herzl founded the World Zionist 
Organization in Basle), he tried to leave for that far-off land, only to be 
returned from neighboring towns. 

By the time he was seventeen or eighteen he was immersed in the 
study of philosophy. There was a saying in Poltava: "If you can't get 
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Kant and Schopenhauer from the Central Library, it is a sign that 
Borochov and his hevra [comrades] are now dealing with German 
philosophy."9 When he graduated, the gymnasium's director described 
him as "quiet, modest, doesn't talk much . . .  deals with nonsense."IO 
Borya Borochov then moved to Ekaterinoslav (now Dnepropetrovsk), 
where he would first make his mark in politics. Shmarya Levin, a leading 
Russian Zionist and, for a period, official rabbi of the city (founded in 
1778 by Catherine the Great) described this industrial center on the 
Dnieper River in the following words: "My first glimpse of this almost 
virgin city of Ekaterinoslav seemed to open new horizons to me, and I 
felt renewed in its newness. Here, where the generations had not pre­
empted everything, a man could still write his name into something."11  
The city had an active Social Democratic movement which put out an 
illegal newspaper, Iuzhnyi Rabochii (the southern worker), and had close 
contacts with some of Russia's leading revolutionaries. By the late l890s 
the Jews, numbering 41,000, made up slightly more than a third of the 
city. 

Ekaterinoslav also had a strong Zionist movement centered around 
one of Russia's leading Zionists-a man who was to have a crucial 
impact on Borochov-Menahem-Mendel Ussishkin. "Among the closer 
friends of Herzl," comments Levin, "he was regarded as an opponent 
of the latter, because he symbolized the old days when Zionism was 
centered more on Palestine than on the political setting, the days when­
so it was said-a goat in Palestine counted for more than the promise 
of a chancellery."12 Herzl's Zionism was based on grand diplomacy, the 
hope of getting a charter for a Jewish state from a great power, while 
Ussishkin's, like the Bilu's, focused more on the concrete work of settling 
Jews in Eretz Israel (the ancient land of Israel), although not necessarily 
to the exclusion of political efforts. 

The newly arrived nineteen-years-old from Poltava joined the Russian 
Social Democratic Party in Ekaterinoslav. He worked as an organizer 
and propagandist but was soon confronted by the "space between the 
two chairs." Levin writes: 

He came to the city about the same time as myself, having just completed 
a course in the gymnasium in Poltava. But he was educated far beyond 
his years. He had an excellent grounding in general philosophy, had advanced 
far in the higher mathematics, and had studied with good results Marxian 
economics. He was, in addition, a man-or should I say boy-of unusual 
intellectual honesty. He carried on vigorous Zionist activity among the 
youth under the direction of Ussishkin. But his Marxism gave him no 
rest. 13 
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Borochov was at once caught between socialism and Zionism. His period 
in the Social Democratic Party was short-lived. One of his associates 
was a young fellow named Pozdniakov (who had recently been expelled 
from a Christian theological seminary for atheism). With Pozdniakov 
he would engage in "heated discourse on Karl Marx and Richard 
Avenarius," Borochov later reminisced, adding that "both of us-we were 
all of nineteen-knew Marx's Capital by heart, and we'd go agitating 
among the workers, Jews and gentiles alike, pressing illegal brochures 
into their hands" (see ch. 17). 

Richard Avenarius (1845-1896), together with Ernst Mach (1838-1916), 
were the leading names associated with the philosophical-psychological 
school known as empiriocriticism, which had greatly influenced Borochov 
beginning in Poltava (more on this later). It should be noted that among 
Borochov's responsibilities for the Social Democrats was teaching A.A. 
Bogdanov's Principles of Political Economy to workers' circles. This 
volume was one of the most popular educational texts among Social 
Democrats and its author-later a rival of Lenin for the leadership of 
the Bolsheviks-became the chief Russian proponent of a Marxist version 
of empiriocriticism, which he called "empiriomonism," and for which 
he was the object of derision, first by Plekhanov and then by Lenin. 
Bogdanov greatly influenced Borochov, who came to refer to himself as 
a historical materialist and a monist. 

It was apparently Borochov's interest in the national question and 
Zionism, and his insistence on lecturing on Zionism, that led to his 
expulsion from the Party in May 1901. He later explained: 

I do not remember what turned me into a non-believer. After meeting with 
both Jewish and gentile workers, I came to see the truth of Socialist Zionism. 
The committee [of the party] noticed my increasingly deleterious effect on 
the workers and charged that I was teaching them to think independently. 
I was quite unceremoniously given the boot by the Russian Social-Democratic 
Party . 

What does a banished Russian Social Democrat turned Zionist "infidel" 
do? He immediately marches off to a large Jewish home-study student 
union and converts them into the first Poale Zionists [Labor Zionists] in 
Russia.14 

Borochov had already lectured on socialism and Zionism, and it seems 
that he even debated Levin on the issue. Both Levin and Ussishkin 
opposed his socialism but found him a valuable asset to Zionism 
nonetheless. Ussishkin would later reject the opposition of Joseph Klausner 
(himself eventually a prominent Zionist historian and biographer of 
Ussishkin) to printing Borochov's articles. lS By 1905 (along with the 
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future founder of the extreme right-wing of Zionism, Vladimir Jabotinsky) 
Borochov was one of Ussishkin's chief lieutenants in Russian Zionism. 

Borochov had not yet developed the theoretical synthesis for which 
he would become famous. His claim (cited above) that the Ekaterinoslav 
Socialist Zionists were the first in Russia was not completely accurate. 
In 1897 a group calling itself Poale Zion (workers of Zion) emerged in 
Minsk. But Borochov's group was one of the earliest, and soon other 
Poale Zion groups were born throughout the Pale. Shortly after the tum 
of the century Poale Zion groups appeared in Austro-Hungary, the United 
States, and Britain as well. Nachman Syrkin (1868-1924), born in Mohilev, 
began formulating a Socialist Zionist position with his articles "The 
Jewish Question and the Jewish Socialist State" (1898) and "A Call to 
Jewish Youth" ( 190 1), among other writings. Syrkin helped found a 
Socialist Zionist organization called Herut (freedom) in Berlin, and was 
an active, if a minority, voice in the World Zionist Organization. 

Syrkin's Socialist Zionism was rather different from Borochov's, as 
we shall soon see. The former argued that anti-Semitism was the modem 
guise of a perpetual Jewish-Gentile tension caused by the "unusual 
historical situation" of the Jews and the forms of social life which gave 
"root and sustenance" to such hatred. As a landless people, the Jews 
had a particular problem. Emerging bourgeois society and Jewish cultural 
and community organizational distinctiveness clashed. Since capitalist 
society implied bellum omnium contra omnes, "an everlasting individual 
and class struggle," it was inevitable that the Jews would be in a volatile 
position. Economic competition played a central role in this entire process. 
Also, unlike religiously based medieval Jew-hatred, Syrkin argued, the 
issue was now racial. It was worst in declining classes. The peasants and 
the middle classes-both of which were being destroyed by the big 
capitalists-made the Jew the butt of competitive tensions. 

Socialism and national sovereignty, suggested Syrkin, provided the 
only solution. A Jewish state would have to be built, and Syrkin wanted 
it constructed on the basis of cooperative socialist principles from the 
outset. Palestine would be acquired "in alliance with other oppressed 
nationalities in the Turkish empire through a common struggle against 
the Turks." He called for a program of socialist colonization and coop­
erative settlements-ideas which "classical Borochovism" would reject. 
Syrkin's philosophy was not Marxist; it was developed independently of 
and earlier than Borochov's, and lacked the latter's emphasis on class 
struggle. 

Borochov became increasingly close to Ussishkin in Ekaterinoslav. 

Soon he was working for the General Zionists and drifted far afield from 
the existing Poale Zion groups, which lacked any central organization. 
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His first published essay, "On the Nature of the Jewish Intellect" (1902)­
which appeared in a General Zionist publication and displayed the 
marked influences of both Marxism and empiriocriticism-attempted to 
analyze the geniuses of a nation, in particular of the Jews, as the unique 
expression of a given culture and history.'6 Originally a lecture delivered 
at Ussishkin's home, its birth went back to Poltava where Borochov had 
once debated and greatly impressed V.V. Liashevitch, a philo-Semitic 
academic authority on Avenarius. Later in Ekaterinoslav, Ussishkin met 
Liashevitch who, among other things, commented that a young Poltava 
Jew was one of the few people he had met who actually understood 
Avenarius. When Borochov appeared one day at Ussishkin's house (it 
was their first meeting) and requested that the latter arrange to have 
him lecture either on a Jewish or a general subject, Ussishkin first asked 
if he was the expert on Avenarius and then, with a certain reluctance, 
agreed to the youth's request. He invited the best of the city's Jewish 
intelligentsia and the lecture was a success. I? 

Avenarius and Mach were representatives of one school of German 
thought in the late nineteenth century particularly interested in episte­
mological and psychological questions. Theirs represented an attempt to 
do away with the epistemological subject'S in an effort to transcend the 
distinction between matter and idea by claiming that reality could not 
be properly described as either. Avenarius' "monistic" and biological 
approach to human knowledge asserted that human thought and experience 
could be reduced to sensations that were neither physical nor spiritual. 
Cognition was seen as a response of the central nervous system to the 
outside world, aimed at equilibrium for the organism. Central to this 
process was the spending and absorbing of energy in the nervous system. 
Reducing the subjective and objective to a biological question of sen­
sations, this "monism" tried to do away with philosophical dichotomies 
between subject/object, physical/mental, and is/ought. It also stressed 
the mind's tendency to economize and organize knowledge as it is 
accumulated, a process it viewed as necessary to any science.19 

Borochov's interest in empiriocriticism thus antedated its rise in 
popularity in Russian radical circles after J905-in fact he was by then 
moving somewhat away from it. Bogdanov's empiriomonism argued that 
empiriocriticism was a scientific advance that helped rid the world of 
metaphysics and was as such of great value to Marxism. (Lenin, following 
Plekhanov, claimed that the entire approach was reducible to Berkeleyan 
idealism.) Critical of Avenarius on numerous points, Bogdanov tried to 
corroborate empiriocriticism with a broader social framework. 

The epistemological views of Avenarius, Mach, Bogdanov, and Boro­
chov himself are not the central concern here, but rather Borochov the 



10 Class Struggle and the Jewish Nation 

Socialist Zionist. However, the terminology and frames of reference of 
the empiriocriticists appear as important elements of Borochov's Zionist 
formulations of 1905-1906. Organic descriptions, processes leading to 
equilibria, and the spending and conserving of energy are conceptions 
embedded within Borochov's analysis of the subjective and objective 
factors of the Jewish anomaly in the Diaspora. Even in his more orthodox 
Marxist Zionist writings empiriocritical terminology and ideas play a 
crucial role, and the reader interested in his epistemological views is 
referred to Mattityahu Mintz's seminal study of Borochov between 1900 
and 1906.20 

II 

In 1902 Borochov returned to Poltava, where he was active in Jewish 
self-defense work, especially after the Kishinev pogrom of 1903. This 
violent and vicious anti-Semitic outburst traumatized Russian Jewry, 
particularly the youth, and Bialik wrote his famous poem "City of 
Slaughter" about it. That year Borochov's family left for America (to 
where the eldest daughter, Nadia, had already gone). Poltava province 
had recently also experienced peasant riots after a bad harvest. Borochov, 
around whom a group of young Zionists coalesced, was particularly bitter 
and disappointed by the reaction of Social Democrats to the pogrom. 
Ironically, in July 1 904 he was arrested for a month on charges stemming 
back to his past membership in the Social Democratic Party. Unable to 
find evidence against him, the police released him.21 

At this time, important controversies raged within the Zionist move­
ment and among the Labor Zionists. One major question for the Labor 
forces was that of political activity in the Disapora: Should they, with 
their essentially pessimistic view of the Diaspora, be intimately involved 
in the struggle against the Czarist autocracy? The "Blues," particularly 
the Minsk Poale Zion, were resoundingly opposed, and Borochov sym­
pathized with that position until the 1905 events. On the other hand, 
the "Reds" called for intense involvement in the revolutionary struggles. 
Dispute also arose over the primacy of the demand for Jewish autonomy 
in the Diaspora. As if to make matters more complicated, the Zionist 
movement as a whole, and the Socialists within it, were torn apart by 
a British offer to the World Zionist Organization to establish a Jewish 
home in East Africa (the Uganda Plan). Many General and Socialist 
Zionists (like Syrkin) became Territorialists, arguing that the immediate 
traumas of the Jews had to be paramount. To focus on Palestine was 
romantic in their view; the Jewish problem could be solved by territorial 
autonomy in any land. 
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A different political perspective came from the Vozrozhdeniye (re­
naissance) group which originated in 1903. Non-Marxist, close to the 
Russian Social Revolutionaries and the eclectic Jewish thinker Chaim 
Zhitlovsky, the Vozrozhdeniye accepted the principle that territorial 
autonomy would be needed to solve the Jewish question but claimed 
that this was a distant prospect and the struggle for autonomy in the 
Diaspora had to be a major concern in the meantime. The Vozrozhdeniye, 
whose influence went way beyond its numbers because of its journal, 
stressed that securing national rights for Jews in the Diaspora was a 
necessary step in solving the Jewish question. Borochov was among those 
who were impressed by this group which, in 1906, merged into a new 
party, the Sejmists (or SERP-the Jewish Socialist Workers Party). Based 
in the Ukraine, the Sejmists pressed for Jewish national autonomy on 
what was called a national personal basis, rather than on a territorial 
basis. They imagined each of the various nationalities in the Russian 
empire possessing its own Sejm (parliament) within a confederated 
framework. In direct contrast to the Vozrozhdeniye and the Sejmists was 
the Zionist Socialist Labor Party (the Z.S.), which minimized the question 
of autonomy and became, in effect, Socialist Zionists without Zion, i.e. 
socialist territorialists. Emotionalism, they claimed, led to the Zionist 
stress on Palestine. The Jews needed a land-any land-immediately. 
Among their leaders was Nachman Syrkin. 

Borochov, in the meantime, was a Zion Zionist working with Us­
sishkin. 22 The latter feared that Jewish youths would be swept away by 
either territorialism or revolutionism. In 1904 he published a pamphlet 
entitled "Our Program." It is possible that Borochov had a hand in 
writing it .  Ussishkin was vehement in his opposition to territorialism­
Eretz Israel alone would carry the Jewish future in his view. "Our 
Program" outlined his ideas on guaranteeing Zionist success in that land. 
"In the political revival of any people," he stated, "three elements play 
a part: the people, the territory, and outward conditions." To build a 
"politically free" national center, a high national consciousness was 
required along with disciplined organization. It was necessary to "be 
ready to sacrifice the interests of the present for the sake of the future. "23 

Just as important: 

Long before a state is established the territory must actually belong, in an 
economic and political sense, to that people which desires to form a center 
in it. Its whole life must be dependent on this people, which must be 
possessor de facto. even though not as yet de jure. The people must be 
bound to the land by eternal ties of heartfelt love and devotion. The earth 
must be moistened with its blood and sweat.24 



12 Class Struggle and the Jewish Nation 

To be victorious Zionism had to act simultaneously in three directions: 
diplomacy, cultural work, and concrete work in the Land of Israel. 
Previously, said Ussishkin, the Zionist movement failed to coordinate 
all such efforts. He went on to stress that: 

In order to create a Jewish autonomous community, or rather a Jewish 
state in Palestine, it is above all necessary that the whole soil of Palestine, 
or at least the major portion of it, should be in the possession of Jews. 
Without property rights to the soil, Palestine will never be Jewish, no 
matter how many Jews there may be in the cities and even the villages of 
Palestine. The Jews would then occupy the same abnormal position which 
they do today in the Exile. They would have no ground on which to stand.2S 

To hasten the "normalization" process, Ussishkin suggested establishing 
cooperative colonies based on Jewish labor and, harking back to the 
Bilu, called for a self-sacrificing "Jewish Universal Society of Workmen," 
composed of strong, young, unmarried men, who would volunteer for 
three years in Palestine of "military duty to the Jewish people, not with 
musket and sword but with plow and sickle." 

Borochov was struck by these ideas, and two of his essays from 1905, 
"On Questions of Zionist Theory" (originally drafted sometime earlier) 
and "To the Question of Zion or Territory" reflect this. His tone in 
both essays is far from Marxist in many respects. These essays represent 
his ideas right before the formulation of "Borochovism." 

In "On Questions of Zionist Theory" (see ch. I of this volume), 
Borochov stresses the need for immediate Zionist action: "We must not 
wait" are its passionate opening words. He proceeds to argue on the 
basis of the Weber-Fechner Law, a nineteenth century psychological 
formulation based on the work of E.H. Weber and G.T. Fechner.26 This 
law claimed that the intensity of a sensation increases as the logarithm 
of the stimulus, or, as Borochov explains: 

If we translate this law from the language of mathematics to the language 
of life, it means that sensation increases at a much slower rate than the 
changes that take place in the environment, that as time goes by the 
individual pays less and less attention to these changes. Therefore, the 
more a person's situation improves, the greater will be his demand for 
further improvement, and the longer he will have to wait to feel a real 
improvement in his environment that he regards as satisfactory. 

Thus the oppressed are likely to be content with and "the least sensitive" 
to their own situation. However, "the surest way of making a slave 
dissatisfied and demanding is to alleviate the harshness of his lot." So 
far as the Jews were concerned, matters had objectively improved-
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Borochov foresaw no future mass expulsions or inquisitions (how wrong 
he was)-but subjectively the Jews would need more. In short, he presented 
a theory of rising expectations. 

Those expectations would not be fulfilled by relying simply on "progress." 
Borochov criticizes, in quite un-Marxist terms, those who put their faith 
in progress as the ultimate salvation of the Jews. Such optimism was, 
in his view, totally unwarranted, for "in the Galut [exile] there is no 
salvation for the Jewish people." He even asks whether history's evolution 
can be called progress. Underlying this is a questioning of the price of 
progress for the Jews and whether advocacy of "progress"-when it  
means embracing universalism and negating particular Jewish needs­
does not catch the Jews in a painful bind. "Progress," he writes in a 
striking passage, "is a two-edged sword. If the good angel in a man 
advances, the Satan within him advances also." As an example he cites 
the situation of the Jews in Morocco. Progress there meant a justified 
revolt of the indigenous population against European colonialism that 
had dominated the country. In such an event the Jews, being neither a 
true part of the indigenous (Moslem Arab) population nor part of the 
French colonial culture and apparatus, would be caught in the middle. 

All social groups, argues Borochov, use others for their own purposes; 
they will assimilate other groups if it benefits them, but will never share 
material possessions with outsiders. All creatures, and analogously all 
nations, need food to replace used energy. Nations, like the body, assimilate 
other nations when their possessions are needed. But there is a major 
difference between two nations living in adjoining lands and a nation 
which lives-like the Jews-as a stranger in the midst of another. Borochov 
speaks of a "primordial and elemental fear of the stranger" extending 
to all sectors of society. 

The Jews must not only cope with their foreignness-their economic 
structure in the Diaspora is an "abnormal" one. Having been invited 
originally into societies to play a restricted economic function, the Jews 
were segregated and overrepresented in middleman roles and as artisans. 
With the development of capitalism and, concurrently, of an indigenous 
middle class and bourgeoisie, the Jews gradually became superfluous. 
Eventually this led to displacement, migrations, and expulsions. The Jews 
were economically dependent on the peoples around them and lacked a 
material base, especially since there was no Jewish agricultural class 
(which Borochov called here the foundation of all societies). 

We are foreigners, and nowhere in the world do we possess the social power 
that could make us masters of our fate. We are cut off from nature and 
have no agriculture. All this has left us hovering in the air. Our history 
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in the Galut has never been shaped by our own powers; our fate has always 
depended on external ties. 

In this essay Borochov stresses the sociopsychological rather than the 
economic factors in anti-Semitism, despite the above claims. His pre­
sentation of national groups parallels the empiriocritical view of the 
functioning of the central nervous system in terms of sensations, reactions 
to outside stimuli, assimilatory processes, and attempts to reach equilibria. 
It is clear that he believes neither external nor internal equilibria are 
possible for Diaspora Jewry, which he sees as an alien minority within 
a foreign body. Social change, says Borochov, will alter the social system, 
not human feelings. Furthermore, the revolution will occur in the distant 
future "if at all." The solution to the Jewish question is therefore Zionism 
and the negation of the Diaspora. 

In the same period Borochov published his onslaught against terri­
torialism, which he called "a failure which has been elevated to an ideal." 
He accused Territorialists of only seeing the negative basis of Zionism, 
i .e. Jewish misery, and not its positive values-nation, culture, homeland. 
He accused the worst of the Territorialists of "hatred of Zion." More 
important, he presented a broader argument that was in many ways 
similar to "Our Program." Borochov saw a pathological element in the 
Jewish situation. Denying that he advocated an organic theory of society 
(while using organic images again and again), he pursued one of his 
favorite analogies, that of a doctor and his patient. A physician would 
not try to cure tuberculosis with methods that encourage bacteria to 
multiply and strengthen. Similarly the social analyst could not recommend 
a cure for the Jewish problem by using what enhanced anti-Semitism. 
New forces had to be brought into play. A new scene of action other 
than the Diaspora was needed, and the problem could not be expected 
to simply work itself out; indeed therapy was needed. Zionism must be 
a "therapeutic movement" that would analyze the problem, the obstacles 
preventing its resolution, and consciously begin work on the basis of a 
prepared program. The effort must be organized and planned. Borochov 
contrasted this with "evolutionary movements" which worked out their 
problems within the natural flow of history-Marx and Engels, he said 
(somewhat inaccurately), did not discuss in the Communist Manifesto 
how to reach their goal. 

Borochov called for an elite mobilization of organized, conscious, Bilu­
like pioneers to lead the way in Zionism. Eventually Zionism would 
move from such an avant-garde enterprise to a "national undertaking," 
at which time "the inner historic necessity of Zionism" would focus on 
the internal forces of the people rather than the conscious efforts of the 
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original voluntaristic elite. Zionism would then be an evolutionary rather 
than a therapeutic movement.27 Borochov's position changed radically 
in the following months and no doubt the Russian revolutionary events 
had much to do with this. The Marxist Zionism of Borochovism, worked 
out primarily in late 1905 and early 1906, went far beyond his earlier 
psychological assertions (although very important components remained), 
and presented a more materialist approach that cast aside the idea of a 
new Bilu for a focus on class struggle. The theory of Borochov's "Our 
Platform" was more of an "evolutionary" approach. Nonetheless, it is 
important to note that many of his future ideas existed in embryo in 
his earlier essays, particularly the notion of abnormality of Jewish economic 
structure. And of course Borochov vehemently opposed a Jewish na­
tionalism that looked to any land outside of Palestine. 

III 

Territorialism preoccupied the World Zionist Organization until its 
Seventh Congress in Basle in the summer of 1905. Borochov attended 
as a delegate from Poltava. During the congress and before-at a conclave 
of Zion Zionists organized by U ssishkin at Freiburg and at a preconference 
meeting of Russian Zionists-Borochov, acting in tandem with the Russian 
Zionist leader, found himself at odds with many of the Poale Zionists 
and Socialist Zionists. He had bitter exchanges with Syrkin and the 
Territorialists as well as other Poale Zionists who had been influenced 
by the Vozrozhdeniye. The Territorialists were defeated at the congress, 
the Uganda Plan was buried, and its adherents split from the organization. 

Mattityahu Mintz shows that Borochov's anti-Uganda Plan activities, 
even before the congress, were largely aimed at Poale Zion groups and 
against Gegenwartsarbeit (taking part in Russian politics). His orientation 
was fixated on Palestine. After the congress, the Vozrozhdeniye-oriented 
Poale Zionists made efforts to unify the Poale Zion groups throughout 
Russia. This alarmed both Borochov and Ussishkin, and the former 
returned to Russia several months later enthralled with a new revolutionary 
spirit and preoccupied with the establishment of an all-Russian, anti­
territorialist Poale Zion party. Throughout his efforts in this direction 
he remained in close contact with U ssishkin, who gave him assistance.28 
Yet his overall perspective was changing, and his distinct theoretical 
formulation was soon to emerge. "He had gone abroad as a 'general 
Zionist,' " writes Itzhak Ben-Zvi, "when he returned, he joined the Labor 
Zionist movement and set himself the task of working for the consolidation 
of the new party, for its unity and cohesion."29 
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Immediately after the Zionist Congress he went to a meeting of Poale 
Zion activists in Zurich together with Liuba Meltzer, whom he had 
recently married. "Borochov attended as a visitor," reports Rachel Yanait 
(later Ben-Zvi's wife), "he was still hesitant as to whether his place was 
among the 'Blues' or the 'Reds' in the Poale Zion and for the most part 
kept quiet."30 The next few months were spent in Switzerland and Berlin 
where, among other things, Borochov pursued one of his favorite pas­
times-exploring libraries. 3 •  It was also in Berlin that Borochov wrote 
one of his seminal essays, "The National Question and the Class Struggle." 

By the fall of 1905, months of revolutionary disruption had shaken 
the Czarist regime. In late October a wave of pogroms again rocked the 
Jews. Caught up in the fervor of the times, Borochov demanded "money 
and arms" from the head of the German Zionist organization and made 
his way back to Russia, where Ussishkin sent him on a speaking and 
organizing tour throughout the Pale. 

By December Borochov developed a center of his own Poale Zion 
followers in Poltava. That same month he matched wits with the Vozrozh­
deniye at a conference in Berdichev. Borochov and the Poltavists argued 
that immediate work in Palestine was as important as the struggle in 
the Diaspora (which they now supported). Their foes presented the reverse 
argument and claimed that priority had to be placed on Jewish autonomy 
in the Diaspora, which was a necessary step to the far-off goal of territorial 
concentration and national autonomy.32 The two positions could not be 
reconciled. Borochov turned to creating his own party and the Vozrozh­
deniye became part of the Sejmists shortly thereafter. 

"In the night of Purim 5666 [ 1906]," wrote Itzhak Ben-Zvi, "delegates 
from Poale Zion groups from all the regions of vast Russia, from Lithuania, 
from the Ukraine, from Poland, and from the Crimea, assembled at 
Poltava in the Ukraine. . . . At this conference all the existing little 
groups were fused into one party. It was a decisive step at a decisive 
moment. . . .  It led to ideological consolidation and the creation of an 
organization and political body of Socialist Zionists. Borochov was its 
ideological center."33 Most of the meeting took place in a bakery on the 
outskirts of the city, where the Jewish Social Democratic Workers 
Party-Poale Zion was founded. The participants were eventually forced 
out of town by police raids. 

The stars of the conference were Borochov and Ben-Zvi (then using 
his underground name Ovadiah). The latter was the only participant 
who had actually been to Palestine. Borochov proclaimed himself a 
"prognostic Palestinian": based on his analysis of Jewish realities, he 
believed that Diaspora Jewry was in an impossible position and that a 
mass migration of Jews was an historic necessity. This migration would 
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occur through a "stychic" (elementary, spontaneous) process resulting 
from the inner dynamics of Jewish history. His key ideas were formulated 
in "Our Platform," which he wrote for the newly united Poale Zion.34 

IV 

Three essays included in the present volume, "The National Question 
and the Class Struggle" (1905), the selections from "Our Platform" ( 1906), 
and the later "Economic Development of the Jewish People" ( 1916)­
reveal the full dimensions of Borochov's Marxist Zionist synthesis. "The 
National Question" begins by attempting to define the relation between 
class and nation in materialist terms. Marx stated in his famous preface 
to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), that in 
"the social production of their lives" men enter into "relations of 
production" which are independent of their will. The relations of pro­
duction constitute the property relations at the economic base of the 
society. Revolution, said Marx, results from conflict between the devel­
oping forces of production and the existing relations of production. For 
example, as new, capitalist productive forces grew within the womb of 
feudal society, that society's relations of production, i .e. the feudal property 
system of lord and serf, became (to use Marx's terminology) a fetter on 
those emerging productive forces. Thus a revolutionary bourgeoisie was 
eventually bound to confront the feudal ruling class. 

Borochov believes this analysis is essential to a materialist under­
standing of modem society, but insufficient to understand nationalism 
(which Marx, of course, was not trying to explain in his preface). 
Production, says Borochov, is dependent on different conditions in different 
times and places. Thus not only are their relations of production to be 
considered, but also varying conditions of production. These conditions 
"are geographical, anthropological and historical. Historical conditions 
include both those generated within a given social entity and those 
imposed by neighboring groups." The natural, geographical conditions 
first predominated in the historical process of separating groups. As 
civilization progressed, historical and social conditions became primary. 
"We may," says Borochov, "and do speak of a relative distinctiveness of 
social groups only because there is a relative distinctiveness in the 
conditions of production under which each group must develop its life." 
Thus Borochov asserts that there are two basic types of human groups 
as a result of material, historical development: "societies," defined by 
conditions of production (peoples, nations, etc. ,) and "classes," defined 
according to relations of production. 
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Whereas class struggle originates in the conflict between relations and 
developing forces of production, national struggles occur when the de­
velopment of a nation's forces of production demands better conditions 
of production. As such, "the national problem . . . arises when the 
development of the forces of production of a nationality conflicts with 
the state of the conditions of production." Unlike "On Questions of 
Zionist Theory," Borochov here argues that the national struggle is to 
be understood primarily in material, economic terms. However, his 
materialist analysis is a concretization of the assertions he already made 
in his earlier essays. The claim in "The National Question" that national 
conflicts are the result of a nationality's quest for better conditions of 
production is a materialist version of his empiriocritical argument in 
"On Questions of Zionist Theory" that all creatures, like nations, need 
food to replace energy and assimilate other nations when their possessions 
are needed. 

"The National Question" goes on to develop several definitions. 
Borochov states that a "people," i.e. a social group developed under 
similar conditions of production, can be called a "nation" when its 
members develop self-consciousness. Thus the "feeling of kinship, created 
as a result of the visioned common historical past and rooted in the 
common conditions of production is called nationalism." And territory 
is the critical condition of production for all other such conditions. For 
nationalism to emerge, the conditions of production must be nationalized, 
as it were, unified over a given piece of land. Historically, this happens 
with the rise of the bourgeoisie. 

Under normal conditions of production, class antagonism intensifies, 
whereas under abnormal conditions-and this is crucial for his analysis 
of the Jewish question-class and national consciousness tend to obfuscate 
each other to the disadvantage of the oppressed. For the proletariat, all 
this has special bearing because the worker is affected by the national 
question through his place of work, his territory. Class struggle can only 
take place where the worker actually toils: 

The system of production of oppressed nationalities is always subject to 
abnormal conditions. The conditions of production are abnormal when 
. . .  a nation is deprived of its territory and its organs of national preservation 
. . .  or when it is hindered in the full enjoyment of these. Such abnormal 
conditions tend to harmonize the interests of all members of a nation. 

This hinders class struggle. Yet there is a progressive nationalism, that 
of an oppressed proletariat, that struggles to create for itself normal 
conditions of production, thus assuring a "strategic base" for class struggle. 
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"Our Platform," the lengthiest statement of Borochovism, takes many 
of these ideas and applies them more fully to the Jewish question as 
well as in criticism of the Poale Zion's rivals-the Z.S., Bund, Vozrozh­
deniye, etc. The selections of "Our Platform" appearing here concentrate 
on Borochov's Zionist formulation. In Galut the Jews are a classical 
abnormal, expatriated nation, says Borochov. Lacking material conditions 
of their own, the Jews are "helpless in the national competitive struggle." 
Borochov denies that any struggle is equally in the interest of all classes 
in a nation, and sees the roots of anti-Semitism in the competition 
between Jewish and non-Jewish petty bourgeoisie and proletarians. He 
develops his argument by analyzing Jewish class structure and tendencies. 
Jewish capital, he says, is largely invested in production of consumer 
goods rather than in the more basic means of production. Because of 
anti-Semitism Jewish labor is largely employed by the Jewish middle 
bourgeoisie. As that bourgeoisie is pushed out by national competition, 
it is forced to migrate and the Jewish proletariat will follow: "The Jewish 
question migrates with the Jews." 

In "Economic Development of the Jewish People" Borochov shows 
through use of the 1897 Russian census statistics that the percentage of 
Jews in any given level of production "varies directly with its remoteness 
from nature," in contrast with other "normal" nations. At least 50 percent 
of Jewish workers were in trades producing directly for the consumer. 
The root of the problem was landlessness. He also argues that the Jews 
faced a special problem as capitalism developed further. According to 
Marx's Capital. constant capital (i.e. the actual means of production, 
machinery, etc.) grows at the expense of variable capital (wages). Using 
a somewhat loose definition of Marx's terms, Borochov claims that as 
machines displace workers, the Jews will face an even greater problem, 
for in the production of the means of production, few Jews were to be 
found. Jewish labor was increasingly being displaced. 

Borochov's argument is that anti-Semitism, national competition (in 
which the Jews, lacking a territorial base, are at a disadvantage), and 
the continuing development of capitalism force a continual pattern of 
Jewish migration, and make the abnormal Jewish conditions of production 
more and more insecure. Jewish labor, not employed by non-Jews, follows 
the migration of Jewish capital, and because of competition the Jewish 
petty bourgeoisie becomes more and more proletarianized. Yet if "the 
Jewish problem migrates with the Jews," then a radical solution that 
does not simply lead to another inhospitable roadside inn is needed. The 
solution was proletarian Zionism; the "conscious Jewish proletariat" had 
the task of directing the migration. In the final analysis the abolition of 
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capitalism and national liberation were the salvation for the Jewish 
working class. 

The Poale Zion, under Borochov's leadership and consequent to his 
new analysis, now actively involved itself in the revolutionary struggle 
in Russia.35 However, since the Jewish proletariat developed in abnormal 
conditions of production, Diaspora struggles-including that for national 
autonomy which Borochov now supported-could only be palliatives. 
They failed to provide, in his view, a radical solution to a radical 
problem. He stressed that the Jewish proletariat lacked a strategic . base. 
Employed mostly by the small Jewish capitalist, the striking Jewish worker 
had little impact on the equilibrium of the entire system of exploitation. 
"A chained Prometheus," he declared, "who in helpless rage tears the 
feathers of the vulture that preys on him-that is the symbol of the 
Jewish proletariat." As such, the Poale Zion maximum program was 
socialism, to be achieved by class struggle. The minimum program was 
Zionism: solely by attaining political and territorial autonomy in Palestine 
would the Jews occupy all levels in production, have a normal class 
structure, and a strategic base to join in the international struggle for 
socialism. In Palestine the Jewish class struggle would take place. 

Not only does Borochov argue against territorialism and for Zionism, 
he tries to argue that the Jews would migrate to Palestine out of historical 
necessity. Real conditions, not just emotions, would lead them there 
because Jewish territorial autonomy "is being realized by means of 
processes inherent in Jewish immigration." Borochov argues that as 
migratory labor follows migratory capital, and since Jewish capital is 
being excluded from areas where there are possibilities for widespread 
land colonization and large industrial investments, Jewish migration will 
ultimately tend toward a land where its labor and petty capital can be 
directed toward basic industry and agriculture: "The country into which 
Jews will immigrate will not be highly industrial nor predominantly 
agricultural but rather semiagricultural. Jews alone will migrate there, 
separated from the general stream of immigration. The country will have 
no attraction for immigrants from other nations." And, " The land of 
spontaneously concentrated Jewish immigration will be Palestine." This 
was Borochov's theory of a spontaneous, or "stychic," process leading 
the Jews to Palestine, a theory that has become closely associated with 
his name, but which is one of his least convincing arguments and was 
eventually rejected by him. 

Palestine was ideal because it would be, in Borochov's view, the only 
land available to the Jews. It lacked advanced political and cultural 
development, and would be a land in which big capital would find no 
possibility while Jewish petty and middle capital would. Thus Borochov 
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was an  antiterritorialist Palestinist by "prognosis" rather than by "prin­
ciple," i .e. he claimed that the Jewish historical connection to the land 
of Israel was not the key factor. The argument is rounded off by a 
strategy of capitalist development for Palestine, leading to a normalized 
Jewish class structure, class struggle, and finally socialism. 

Borochov had effectively reversed his earlier advocacy of an elite 
vanguard and now depicted Zionism as an evolutionary movement. 
"Stychic" in Greek means "elementary" and the Russian Stikhinost refers 
to elemental spontaneity. The movement in Borochov's thought parallels 
a basic tension that permeated the nineteenth-century Russian intelli­
gentsia. Leopold H. Haimson notes that the intelligentsia, alienated in 
Russia by their attraction to Western ideas, yet tied to Russia and 
confronted by the unreality of such ideas in their homeland, found 
themselves in internal contradiction. They looked to the West intellectually 
but could not be reconciled with their Russian feelings at the same time. 
Haimson says: 

It is in this process of dissociation in the psychic life of the members of 
the intelligentsia, just as much as in their alienation as a "conscious" 
minority from the "unconscious" masses, it is in the contrast between the 
elevated sentiments that they could incorporate in their world view and 
the more undisciplined feelings that they tried to repress or ignore that 
one must look in part for the origins of the duality of sozn atelnost and 
stikhinost, consciousness and elemental spontaneity, the two basic conceptual 
categories under which so many of the intelligentsia were subsequently to 
subsume the conflicts in their own existence and the evolution of the world 
around them.36 

This conflict later manifested itself in numerous variations: faith in the 
ability of an elite to make the world anew versus fusion with "elementary" 
forces represented (or rather idealized) in the peasantry, Marxists versus 
Narodniki, Bolsheviks versus Mensheviks. One can see the therapeutic 
as opposed to the "stychic" Borochov within this broad light as well. 

For the Jewish world, it was not Borochov's particular formulation 
of the "stychic" process that mattered, but rather his presentation of a 
coherent ideological synthesis for those who were attracted to socialism 
and Zionism. By his advocacy of both socialist Palestinism, participation 
in Russian revolutionary events, and support of national autonomy in 
the Diaspora, he offered a clear alternative to the Bund's anti-Zionism, 
the Vozrozhdeniye's postponement of a territorial solution to the Jewish 
question, and finally to the Z.S.'s non-Palestinian territorialism. 
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v 

The Jewish Labor Bund, founded in Vilna in 1897, rapidly had become 
an important force in the Jewish world and in the Russian Social 
Democratic movement, and was the largest Jewish socialist organization. 
As socialists, the Bundists were at first hostile to nationalism. Yet within 
the first decade of its existence, internal pressure as well as external (i.e. 
the growth of Zionism) forced the Bund to reevaluate the national question, 
leading to the advocacy of non territorial national cultural autonomy for 
the Jews, focused primarily on Yiddish culture. Nonterritorial autonomy 
meant that Jews on a personal basis throughout the empire were to be 
considered part of a Jewish nation and territorial concentration was 
unnecessary. Zionism, in the Bundists' view, was a utopia based on the 
fantastic notion that a Jewish state could be re-created. The real world, 
life, and the future of the Jews were to them in Eastern Europe, not in 
Palestine. 

The Bund's move toward a national position was not a painless process. 
Vladimir Medem (1897-1923) played a leading role in attaining a reev­
aluation. In his essays-published as a booklet in 1906 and entitled Di 
sotsyal-demokratye un di natsyonale frage-he tried to synthesize a 
Marxist approach with an analysis of the national question. His key 
concept at that time was neutralism. to which not all Bundists subscribed. 
Medem attacked both assimilationists and nationalists and sought an 
alternative path for Social Democrats. He opposed Lenin's view that a 
nation had to be defined on the basis of language and territory, and 
argued that ultimately socialism alone would solve the Jewish question. 37 
The continuation or destruction of the national culture of any particular 
group should be left to the workings-out of history: "We . . . will not 
expend any energies," he argued, "either to hinder this process, or to 
support it. We do not interfere; we are neutral. "38 The oppression of a 
nationality must, however, be fought on all accounts. A nation was defined 
as "the totality of all individuals who belong to a certain historic-cultural 
group, independent of the fact that they live in different territories. "39 
Thus Medem's program suggested that nationalities, defined on a cultural­
personal rather than territorial basis, should have their own decentralized, 
autonomous institutions to conduct cultural affairs-and only cultural 
affairs. Political autonomy was not included. Medem called for a policy 
of neutralism on the pros and cons of the future of the various nations. 
In the aftermath of the 1905 revolution, the Bund, and eventually Medem 
himself, developed a more positive approach to national survival. 

The fact that Jews once possessed substantial autonomy in a multi­
national Eastern Europe set the backdrop for these discussions as well. 
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Before the nineteenth century they controlled their own internal affairs 
through administrative councils. The question of autonomy for nation­
alities also became a major concern for Marxists in the multinational 
Austro-Hungarian empire. Since Social Democrats in Russia looked west 
for guidance on many theoretical matters, the impact of Austro-Marxists 
Karl Renner and Otto Bauer should not be overlooked. These two thinkers 
formulated an understanding of nationalism that paralleled that ofBundists 
in many respects. 

Renner's Der Kampf der tJesterreichischen Nationen um den Stadt 
( 1 902) envisioned a state organized as a federation of nations rather than 
as a union of citizens. A nation was defined in personal rather than 
territorial terms.40 Bauer's Die Nationalittttenfrage und die Sozialde­
mokratie ( 1 907) conceived of a nation in terms of "a common history 
as the effective cause, common culture and common descent as the means 
by which it produces its effects, a common language as the mediator of 
common culture, both its product and its producer."41 Bauer did recognize 
that lack of a common territory played a disruptive role in the life of 
a nation, but did not make territory essential to defining a nation. His 
"comprehensive" definition said that "the nation is the totality of men 
bound together through a common destiny into a community of char­
acter."42 As a solution to the national problem Bauer, like Renner, suggested 
a federal state and national autonomy. Of assimilated Jewish parents, 
Bauer admitted that the Jews were a nation, but believed they were losing 
their national characteristics. Tied by their class structure to capitalism, 
the Jews were doomed, as was capitalism. 

Socialists were not alone in discussing autonomy at this time. Simon 
Dubnov ( 1 860- 1 941), one of the greatest of Jewish historians, presented 
his own liberal, non socialist conception of a nation. He proposed three 
periods in the historical evolution of nations: tribal, territorial-political, 
and cultural-historical (or spiritual). He argued that "a test of the full 
development of the national type comes in the case of a people that has 
lost its political independence, a factor generally regarded as a necessary 
condition for national existence."43 Such a nation is bound by its cultural, 
historical, and spiritual aspects rather than by land or economic interests, 
which are important primarily on a lower level of national existence. 
The Jews represented such a nation to Dubnov, for they were bound 
together by Judaism as a "body of culture," not simply as a religion. 
The main criterion of a nation's existence was its consciousness: "I think 
of myself as a nationality-therefore l am. "44 To protect itself, he argued, 
the Jewish nation must oppose both the thesis of isolationism and the 
antithesis of assimilation. Instead, a new synthesis of autonomy must 
be asserted: "The chief axiom of Jewish autonomy may thus be formulated 
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as follows: Jews in each and every country who take an active part in 
civic and political life enjoy all rights given to the citizens, not merely 
as individuals but also as members of their national groupS."4S Such 
autonomy would focus on three institutions: the community as a whole, 
language, and education. 

While Dubnov was close in many ways to the spiritual Zionism of 
his friend Ahad Haam and did not oppose the development of the 
Palestinian Jewish community, he considered political Zionism as a 
political messianism that would be unable to solve the Jewish question. 
He was bitterly opposed to any negation of the Diaspora; as a liberal 
who formed his own Folkspartei during the storms of 1905- 1906, he also 
opposed the Bund bitterly. He attacked the Bund's claim to being the 
"sole representative" of Jewish workers, and shortly after the pogroms 
of 1 905 stated: 

They talk of "the right to self-determination" and even "national cultural 
autonomy," among the principles of universal freedom, but they do not 
care for the concrete development of national Jewish culture, for the 
organization of autonomous communities, or for national education, as a 
shield against assimilation which they consider a natural phenomenon.46 

This last comment was aimed at Medem, who himself attacked Dubnov 
on a variety of points, including the idea that there was a world Jewish 
people. Lacking a unified Jewish environment, Medem wrote in 19 1 1 ,  
one could not speak of  a worldwide cultural community of  Jews-in 
each country the Jews were more identified with the local culture. Perhaps, 
he suggested, a time would come when one would speak of several Jewish 
nations.47 This did not represent an isolated position in the Bund. During 
discussions in 1 9 1 7  to create a Russian Jewish Congress, the Bund 
opposed making the problems of non-Eastern European Jewry an issue. 

For Dubnov, the Bund's approach was a thorough misconception. He 
argued that its emphasis on class rather than national politics was a 
catastrophic error for an oppressed nation like the Jews: 

To all the arguments that the class struggle is natural and necessary, 
answer: Yes, it is natural and necessary in so far as it stems from the true 
relationship between the forces of capital and labor among our people; but 
it has not yet reached a stage of such decisive importance as to justify its 
claim to be the supreme principle and sole guide in our social and national 
life. The class struggle is one of the factors, but not the only factor, and 
not even the most important one, in our life, and its influence on our 
national politics must be set in proper perspective and not artificially 
exaggerated and inflated. Even if we grant that the class problem will 
become the chief factor for us in the distant future, even then national 
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politics will not have to yield its supremacy to class politics if this entails 
a danger to the unity and integrity of the nation.48 

Seen in light of these theories, Borochov represents a middle ground 
that interweaves various aspects of them while parting company on the 
final issue-the ultimate future of the Diaspora. Like Medem and the 
Bund, Borochov sought an analysis of nationalism and the Jewish question 
that would both remain within the Marxist framework and face Jewry's 
immediate crises. Borochov alternated between high praise of the Bund's 
organizing and self-defense efforts and condemnation of its national 
program. Like Dubnov, he derided the Bund's claim to be the Jewish 
proletariat's sole representative. Borochov could accept neither Bauer's 
nor Medem's final conclusion vis-a-vis the Jews, i.e. their disappearance 
with socialism's adveQt in the former case and neutralism toward such 
a possibility in the latter. A Dubnovian theory of the spiritual individ­
ualism of a nation was insufficient as an analysis of the concrete realities 
of national existence for Borochov, as much as he recognized the role 
of spiritual factors and supported Diaspora autonomy as a halfway 
measure in the struggle for Jewish survival. Like the young Marx, Borochov 
believed that the Jews survived because of history, not in spite of it. 
And for the Marxist-Zionist, positive national struggle did not necessarily 
preclude class struggle, although he very much recognized potential 
contradictions (which were ultimately the result of the abnormality of 
Diaspora existence). The Borochov of Borochovism-unlike his earlier 
formulations and those of many General Zionists-insisted on class 
struggle in the Diaspora, struggle for Jewish autonomy in the Diaspora, 
struggle with progressive forces against autocracy, and concurrently, the 
struggle for Zion. 

Most important was the radical opposition between Borochov's prog­
nosis for the Diaspora and that of his ideological foes. For Borochov, 
unlike Dubnov, Medem, the Bund, the majority of Russian Social 
Democrats, and the Vozrozhdeniye (but like the Territorialists), the Jewish 
condition required radical surgery. Disapora autonomy, a necessary 
palliative, was simply not enough and failed to take into account the 
anomalous reality of Ga/ut. In fact, autonomy offered nothing radical at 
all. The Jews had once possessed an autonomous structure in eastern 
Europe. To argue that autonomy was the solution was to argue for a 
modernized version of what once was, albeit in new conditions and shed 
of religious domination. The Bund's demand for autonomy in a socialist 
Russia was a call for a cultural, nonpolitical reconstruction of Jewish 
internal self-rule. But it offered no truly radical critique of the Jewish 
situation, and certainly did not offer an economic or political form of 
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self-determination. Similarly, the Vozrozhdeniye, in supporting territorial 
autonomy "in the long run," negated the urgency of the Jewish question 
while Dubnov, in opposing class politics, was a liberal who didn't fully 
grasp the motor of history. A Socialist Zionist synthesis was the only 
real alternative. 

VI 

On the same evening in June 1906 that Czar Nicholas II disbanded 
the Duma, Borochov was arrested in Poltava. The police found arms in 
the home of Ben-Zvi's father and the Poale Zion leader was taken by 
the police after the arrest of Ben-Zvi's entire family (with the exception 
of Ben-Zvi himself who managed to escape). Borochov spent several 
months in prison where he wrote (mostly on ethics) and conducted a 
"people's university." As a result of his lectures there, several Ukrainian 
nationalist groups later referred to themselves as "Borochovist." Fearing 
that he might end up in Siberia, Borochov's friends raised funds for bail 
and then arranged for him to disappear. After a period of living under 
a pseudonym, he left Russia for an exile that lasted a decade. 

The following few years were a time of European travel, party work, 
and research. He began writing in Yiddish in 1 907 (his earlier works 
were written in Russian) and became a pioneering scholar of Yiddish 
philology. "The Aims of Yiddish Philology" (included in this volume) 
and "Library of the Yiddish Philologist" appeared in 1 9 1 3, the same 
year in which he spent months researching an unfinished manuscript, 
History of the Yiddish Language and Literature. at the British Museum. 
Borochov vociferously attacked those who, in their zealous advocacy of 
Hebrew revival, totally negated Yiddish culture. Among those heated 
polemics was "Hebraismus Militans," which is also included in this 
volume. After helping found the World Confederation of Poale Zion at 
the Hague in 1 907, he led the fight in the Socialist International for 
Poale Zion representation and then for an independent Jewish section 
of the International. One of his chief adversaries was the Bund, and it 
was not until the close of World War I that Poale Zion was accorded 
full rights in the International. 

The different national sections of the Poale Zion were not uniform 
in their approach to Socialist Zionist goals. Borochov, based in Vienna 
in the period before the Great War, was the leader of the left wing. 
Internal battle-lines were usually drawn between Borochov (leading the 
Russians), the Austrians (led by Shlomo Kaplansky), Palestinians (led 
by Ben-Zvi), and the Americans (who by then had Nachman Syrkin in 
their ranks). Among other things, Borochov opposed cooperation with 
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the World Zionist Organization, which was dominated by bourgeois 
elements, and led the Russian Poale Zion out of the W.Z.O. Important 
strategic disputes in the Poale Zion emerged in the fall of 1 909 when a 
series of conferences, first of the Russian Poale Zion, then of the World 
Poale Zion, and finally of the World Zionist Organization, took place. 
The Austrian Poale Zionists were advocates of cooperative settlement 
schemes in Palestine, along lines advocated by the German Jewish 
sociologist Franz Oppenheimer and favorably explored by the W.Z.O. 
Oppenheimer's goal was to tum Jewish city-dwellers into farmers in 
cooperative agricultural settlements based on profit-sharing and self­
reliance. The Jews would, as such, become "normalized" by the building 
of a laboring class tied to the soil. Such was the path by which Zionism 
would retrieve the land of Israel. As Oppenheimer put it: 

We shaH spread a net of farming colonies over the country which we wish 
to win. When one wishes to spread a net, one first drives in stakes at the 
points between which it is desired to place the net. Then one extends 
between these stakes powerful ropes, and between the ropes string cords 
are knotted, thus forming a coarse meshwork which may be made as fine 
as one pleases by working in smaHer cords.49 

It can be readily seen how far this conception was from Borochov's 
notion that Palestine ought to be developed along a capitalist model (as 
a prelude to the class struggle). Yet even Borochov's friend and comrade 
Ben-Zvi now supported this idea. The Palestinian Poale Zionists, having 
actually lived in the land, concluded that the Russian Poale Zion's 
perspective was untenable. Even before 1 909, Rachel Yanait records, the 
Palestinians' view was that they "were moving far from the dogmas 
followed by Poale Zion abroad. Our movement here [in Palestine] was 
shaped by the new life, by the actual needs of the workers who were 
winning the Land back by the work of their hands. The movement abroad 
must adjust itself to this new reality. "50 Kaplansky argued for the creation 
of a Jewish peasantry organized cooperatively, for he asserted that only 
those working a land could own it. In contrast, Borochov argued that 
the industrial sector was more important than the agricultural, and 
cooperative settlements would only succeed with outside (bourgeois) 
backing and therefore bourgeois control. In a country moving toward 
capitalism, such cooperatives would become isolated socialist islands. 
The strategy should therefore be one of a more normal class development, 
class struggle, and socialist revolution.51 

Borochov lost on this and several other matters. The debate seems 
to have been one in which Borochovism was defeated by those affirming 
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many aspects of Borochov's earlier approach-a Ussishkin-Bilu-Oppen­
heimer pioneering synthesis. In retrospect it also paralleled in some ways 
the ongoing dispute between Marxist and anarchist models of reshaping 
society-the former through mass struggle, the latter through alternative 
community building. Indeed, during the period of the Second Aliyah 
( 1904- 1 9 1 4), a second labor party (apart from Poale Zion) was formed 
in Palestine called Hapoel Hatzair (the young worker), whose orientation 
was much closer to the ideas of Proudhon and Gustav Landauer than 
to European social democracy. 

When placed within the context of Palestine and the Zionist efforts 
there during 1 900- 1 920, the picture becomes more complex. Borochov 
assumed a model of normal <;apitalist development in that land, leading 
to a proletarian class struggle against the bourgeoisie. However, while 
the new Jewish nation in Palestine was being "normalized" to the extent 
that Jews were more and more occupying roles in all sectors of the 
economy (like most other nations, but unlike Diaspora Jewry), this 
evolution did not take place in conditions that could be characterized 
as normal. The Zionists found themselves in battle with the Turks, the 
British, and the Arabs. Facing vehement opposition to their very presence, 
Borochov's class-struggle model was hardly tenable. Ironically, this was 
because of the realities of the national struggle between the Jews and 
the Palestinian Arabs. Given these adversities, the foundation of a Jewish 
laboring class became cooperative Jewish settlements which was then 
followed by an urban sector and trade union movement. On the other 
hand, while this labor movement led the way to statehood, Israeli society 
later drifted further and further from socialism and, as Borochov predicted, 
the kibbutzim more and more became islands of utopian socialism. 

VII 

Borochov made plans numerous times to go to Palestine, but circum­
stances always seemed to bar his way. With the outbreak of World War 
I he was forced to leave Austro-Hungary, after being briefly arrested (he 
was, after all, a Russian citizen, and Russia was at war with Austro­
Hungary). Via Italy he went to the United States in late 1914. By now 
the epitome of the wandering Jew, he must have been haunted by his 
own words-"the Jewish problem migrates with the Jews." He spent two 
and a half unhappy years working for the American Poale Zion, editing 
and writing for several Yiddish publications, including Di Varhayt and 
the Poale Zion's Yidisher Kemler. He was constantly at odds with the 
Poale Zion leadership, led a "social democratic opposition" to them, and 
resigned more than once from party positions. In 1915 he launched a 
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vociferous attack accusing them of class collaboration and calling for 
their withdrawal from the W.Z.O. He refused to pay his dues to the 
W.Z.O. and was even suspended from the party for a period. 

Borochov's Social Democratic current in the Poale Zion fought the 
dominant Socialist faction. He accused the latter of being 85 percent 
Zionist and 1 5  percent socialist whilst his own faction, to the contrary, 
was " 100 percent socialist and 100 percent Zionist." Two polemics from 
this debate appear in English for the first time in this volume: "The 
Socialism of Poale Zion Here," and "Two Currents in Poale Zionism," 
both from 1 9 1 5. It is also worth noting that rather than arguing for a 
radical negation of the Diaspora, he argues here as a Zionist that "Galut 
and Zion" must each be regarded as ends unto themselves. As World 
War I led to a worsening of European Jewry's condition, Borochov called 
for a total mobilization of world Jewry to aid them. He played an 
important role in agitating for the creation of democratic World- and 
American-Jewish Congresses to confront the realities of the war, to 
prepare Jewish demands for the peace afterwards, and to reorganize 
Jewish life. The Poale Zion "was to act as a spearhead of the entire 
Congress movement at the socialist and at the general level of Jewish 
politics."52 In this battle Borochov fought the Bundist dominated Jewish 
Socialist Federation, the major established Jewish organizations (like the 
American Jewish Committee), and the philanthropies which dominated 
Jewish life. 

Borochov's Marxist Zionism demanded that he support progressive 
politics in America, which he did, including approval of Morris Hillquit's 
1 9 1 6  candidacy for Congress against the Democrat Tammany Hall, who 
ran as a Zionist. In an article entitled "Socialism and Tammany Hall," 
Borochov denounced Hillquit's foe for debasing the Jewish national idea.53 
He also had little patience for many of those who spoke in the name 
of Marxism. On March 20, 1 9 1 5  he wrote in Di Varhayt: 

I can imagine Marx arising from his grave. Upon seeing his present disciples, 
he motions them away and utters, "I-God forbid-I am no Marxist." 

Marx was undoubtedly the greatest thinker of the 1 9th century. . . . But 
because Marx is dead and because new problems have arisen, we must 
think independently and arrive at our own solutions. 

As a Jew, a socialist, and a former guest of the Czar's prisons, Borochov 
could only be pleased when, in February 1 9 1 7, the world came crashing 
down around the "little father" of the Russian people. Despite his 
enthusiasm for the revolution, he warned that "the two most important 
problems of our time-the social oppression of the working class and 
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the national oppression of weak nationalities shall, despite the present 
revolution, remain unsettled."54 

It was time now to return to the land of his birth. On his way, 
Borochov stopped in Stockholm to await permission to enter Russia and 
to help prepare a Poale Zion statement for the Holland-Scandinavian 
Socialist Committee, a group of socialists from neutral countries who 
had banded together to develop a socialist peace conference and postwar 
program. The Poale Zion had continuously struggled to gain support 
from international socialism which was now badly divided by the war. 
Borochov met with the committee's leaders and the Poale Zion demands 
were included in the committee's "Peace Manifesto."55 The Poale Zion 
statement (see the Appendix to this volume) greeted peace efforts, attacked 
the "imperialistic governments" responsible for the carnage, and urged 
the international proletariat to lead the "bleeding human race" to deliv­
erance. It praised the idea of a League of Nations, insisted that the 
Jewish problem be placed on the international peace agenda, and de­
manded equality for Diaspora Jewry and national autonomy for Palestine 
Jewry. 

Poale Zion became legal in Russia as a result of the revolution, and 
Borochov arrived in Kiev in September for its Third Congress (the First 
was the Poltava meeting in 1906, the Second in Cracow in 1907). His 
Russian supporters were shocked, for when "Comrade Borochov" spoke 
he sounded, in many respects, like a pre-Borochovism Borochov. The 
party, already racked with divisions on Jewish, Russian, and general 
questions-there were Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, and Internationalists­
now found many of its members crying to "save Borochovism from 
Borochov. " 

Borochov's speech, subsequently known as "Eretz Israel in Our Program 
and Tactics," renounced his earlier conception of the stychic process, 
and supported the idea of constructivism in Palestine, including Op­
penheimer's experiments. He spoke concurrently of the need for class 
struggle and the "dictatorship of the toiling masses." It is evident that 
he had not yet thoroughly rethought his changing ideas; it is certain that 
in 1917 he no longer spoke as a prognostic Zionist as he had in 1906. 
Ben-Zvi recalls that at one of his last meetings with Borochov in the 
United States, Borochov sided with him and with David Ben-Gurion­
both of whom were then in the United States, having been expelled from 
Palestine by the Turks-in asserting the need to claim Jewish "historical 
rights" in Palestine. 56 

In Kiev, Borochov said that while past debates with the Bund and 
General Zionists had imposed a "kosher" terminology on his formulations, 
more emotional words could now be employed: "Now we can and must 
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proclaim 'Eretz Israel'-a Jewish home!" Mattityahu Mintz has shown 
that Borochov's new approach led to such a storm that later the party 
only presented a censored version of the events for publication.57 

In the ensuing three months Borochov was apparently at odds with 
the Russian Poale Zion over numerous issues. In the Ukraine, efforts 
were underway by nationalists to guarantee independence or at least 
autonomy for the region. Borochov was willing to go much further than 
the Poale Zion leadership in support of Ukrainian claims. As a delegate 
to the Nationalities Congress, he called for a Socialist Federated Republic 
for Russia, and proposed a Russia much more decentralized than the 
Poale Zion advocated. His own party's publications gave him little 
coverage, and many of his public actions on the Ukrainian issue were 
taken while other Poale Zionists officially represented the party. 58 

What direction Borochov would have taken after the Bolshevik Rev­
olution can only be the subject of speculation. That autumn he fell ill 
and on December 1 7, 1 9 1 7  he died in Kiev, apparently of pneumonia. 
The Russian Poale Zion eventually split as a result of the revolution 
and was, in due time, suppressed like all other parties in the USSR. 
One Left faction actually survived into 1 928, and a "Borochov Brigade" 
fought with the Red Army during the civil war. Two years after Borochov's 
death the Palestine Poale Zion merged with several other groups to form 
a new party, Achdut Avodah (unity of labor), which played a crucial 
role in creating the Haganah (defense), the chief Zionist underground 
military force during the British Mandate years, and the Histadrut, which 
soon became a powerful trade union federation. In 1 930 Achdut Avodah 
merged with Hapoel Hatzair (the young worker) to form MAPAI (acronym 
for Israel's Workers' Party), which soon became the leading force in the 
Zionist movement. At its head was David Ben-Gurion, who began his 
political career in the first decade of the twentieth century in the Poale 
Zion in Plonsk, Poland, and who, in May 1 948, 3 1  years after Borochov's 
death, read the declaration proclaiming the birth of the Jewish state. 

How is Ber Borochov to be evaluated today? What is his legacy? This 
has been perpetually debated since his death. Borochov tried at once to 
be a Marxist and a nationalist. He sought to fill what Lenin called an 
inevitable empty space between two chairs because that space was, for 
him, potentially an abyss. Yet in this endeavor he became a pioneering 
social scientist of the Jews, constructing an argument based on history 
and the analysis of class and social structures. His doctrine helped 
galvanize a political party whose successors led Zionism to victory, 
although that party parted company with much of Borochovism. When 
compared with his competitors in Russian Jewish left and liberal circles, 
his pessimism about the future of the Diaspora and particularly Eastern 
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European Jewry, seems to have been borne out. While the catastrophe 
that befell European Jewry during World War II was not the dissolution 
of Jewry that Borochov foresaw, and while the stychic process did not 
take place, underlying Borochov's argument was a deep-seated belief that, 
given the evolution of Russia and modern capitalism, the Jewish situation 
was untenable. 

Borochov's legacy is thus that of a theorist and political figure who 
insisted on asserting the particular needs of his people without negating 
the internationalist spirit. His internationalism refused to be self-denying. 

In this century, when Jews have been advised to disappear for the sake 
of progress, or have been simply exterminated by fascism, Borochov's 
vision still has much to say to those who hope for a different world. 
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1 
On Questions of Zionist Theory 

(1905) 

We must not wait. 
The Jewish people has suffered so much that greater affliction is 

inconceivable. Regarded objectively, our situation today, compared with 
the suffering experienced by our forefathers, can almost be envied, and 
there is every reason to believe that as time goes by our troubles will 
diminish. This gives support to the optimists among us, who take a 
hopeful view of the future in their opposition to Zionist action that aims 
to bring about a radical change in our situation and to put an end to 
the Galut episode with all its achievements. These optimists, since they 
value these achievements, try to prove to us that there is no need to be 
alarmed by the slowness of progress, on which they pin rosy hopes. 

Objectively speaking, our position is already assured in a number of 
respects. The Inquisition-it is safe to assume-will not be renewed. 
Nor will mass expulsions ever occur again. But can the same be said 
when the question is viewed subjectively? On the basis of numerous 
experiments, psychologists have laid down the so-called Weber-Fechner 
Law, according to which the intensity of a sensation increases as the 
logarithm of the stimulus. If we translate this law from the language of 
mathematics to the language of life, it means that sensation increases at 
a much slower rate than the changes that take place in the environment, 
that as time goes by the individual pays less and less attention to these 
changes. Therefore, the more one's situation improves, the greater will 
be his demand for further improvement, and the longer will he have to 
wait to feel a real improvement in his environment that he regards as 
satisfactory. This explains the well-known fact that the most oppressed 
people are the least sensitive to their plight; they are content with their 
lot and only rarely complain. The surest way of making a slave dissatisfied 
and demanding is to alleviate the harshness of his lot. Some claim that 
our position has improved. I agree. But this very improvement has made 
us more sensitive: a reed of straw oppresses us more today than did the 
most savage torture rack in the past. The hostility of the environment, 
the restriction of civil rights, the pogroms, which in the past were facts 
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of life we learned to live with, now strike us as horrible disasters. Our 
optimists fail to grasp this; for them progress has the brightness of the 
sun. But in reality, through the hazy glass of the Weber-Fechner Law, 
its light is becoming ever dimmer. 

We have acquired more culture; we have lost our earlier faith in the 
world to come, in redemption by the Messiah, in our divine election­
by virtue of which we allowed ourselves to look down on other nations, 
ignore their humiliating attitude, and regard it as conduct of creatures 
greatly inferior to us; hence they were unable, even by their most barbarous 
deeds, to upset our composure. One does not despair or lose his self­
confidence just because he has been bitten by a dog. Today it is no 
longer a dog but one like ourselves who bites us, and his insults injure 
our honor. Formerly, religion and the ghetto constituted a wall that 
protected us against the enemy; but that protective wall has been 
undermined, and like all peoples of culture we have become sensitive 
to every affront to our rights, while externally our situation is much 
more difficult than theirs. Our optimists advise us to wait, to join forces 
with the progressive elements among the other nations, to help them in 
their struggle for the universal human ideal; they promise us and them 
victory over the reaction that oppresses us all. 

But we Jews must not wait-and we Zionists cannot wait. Some 
among us fear that in the course of time, as a result of our stay in the 
Galut and the destructive effects of progress, the Jews will disintegrate 
and lose their national selfhood and national distinctiveness. Others say 
that the persecutions will not cease and the forces threatening us will 
assault us again after a short interval-half a century at the most-when 
they will attack with even greater ferocity. Finally, there are those who, 
disregarding these apprehensions and dangers, think that this is the most 
opportune time for the Jews in their struggle for self-expression and 
national distinctiveness to pass from the purely passive resistance they 
have practiced for eighteen centuries to concrete, territorial creation. In 
any event, all of us regard our position in the Galut as unstable and 
our prospects gloomy, not only from a subjective viewpoint but even 
from an objective-historical one. 

Be that as it may, it is our deep conviction that in the Galut there 
is no salvation for the Jewish people. We do not rely on progress; we 
know that its overpious proponents inflate its achievements out of all 
proportion. Progress is an important factor in the rapid development of 
technology, science, perhaps even of the arts, but certainly in the de­
velopment of neurosis, hysteria, and prostitution. Of the moral progress 
of nations, of the end of that national egoism that is destroying their 
best-it is too soon to speak about these. Progress is a two-edged sword. 
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If the good angel in a man advances, the Satan within him advances 
too. 

It is hard to say which is the more amazing in our optimists: the 
naivete of their enthusiasm or the dullness of their perception. They 
continue to sing hymns of praise to progress at a time when "cultured" 
England is cruelly grabbing from the Boers their last possessions-to the 
thunder of cannon and the applause of all classes of the English people; 
when "cultured" America is guilty of wanton despoliation of the Negroes; 
when Germany is threatening the entire world with its arrogant militarism; 
when the strong nations are prepared to trample one another for a piece 
of land in Turkey or China; while the weak nations groan in the world 
of the strong, yet pass up no opportunity to steal from one another or 
to demonstrate their might to peoples even weaker than they are. Most 
important, however, is that no one has yet succeeded in proving that he 
is right in trusting in the saving power of progress and in its real value. 
The rhetoricians and the believers are naive. It has not yet been proved 
that the historical process, the development of nations and society, is 
progress. Is it not improper to propose to the Jewish people to wait and 
put its trust in progress, when no one has yet succeeded in convincing 
us that such a thing actually exists? 

But let us assume that it is true that all of mankind-including the 
inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego, the Fiji Islanders, the Japanese and the 
Kurds, and the anti-Semites of all varieties-will all be pacified and 
accept the peaceful reign of progress. But even you will not deny that 
such happiness cannot be attained without war and battles, you know 
that this war, which began some time ago, has cost and will cost mankind 
much blood and tears. What, then, is the price that we Jews will have 
to pay for it? 

Let us take a small community, such as the Jews of Morocco. There 
are 300,000 Jews there, descendants of the exiles of Spain and Portugal 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, of the stock which gave to Judaism 
generations of distinguished personalities-scholars, poets, philosophers, 
and rabbis. A group of such superior descent deserves particular attention. 
But if the achievements of your progress must be attained by rivers of 
blood, by the degradation and torture of those Jews, is not the price of 
this boundlessly cruel idol of yours too high? For whom is the progress 
of Morocco desired? For those very Moroccans who drank the blood of 
Jews with such lust in the pogroms of 1 903 and who violently abused 
women and children? The scraps of information available from the press 
show that the Moroccans have proved beyond any doubt that no upheaval 
will take place among them without bringing catastrophe to the Jews. 
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Certainly, progress cannot pass Morocco by; European states have 
already laid their predatory hands on that primitive country. Is it 
conceivable that the achievements of civilization will not arouse the 
hostility of the Moroccan masses, who hate everything foreign or Eu­
ropean? Will such a revolution not be the end of the Jews in that country? 
Will nationalist hatred not be directed against the defenseless Jews because 
it cannot be directed against the well-protected predators of Europe? 
And will the Moroccan authorities be able to prevent this bloodshed, 
even if they should want to come to the aid of the Jews? Will they even 
want to? Will they not be pleased to divert the national passions away 
from themselves to the line of least resistance? Remember that even 
during the civil war over the throne, the Jews served as an excellent 
lightning rod the moment popular resentment threatened to burst over 
the heads of the pretenders to the throne. 

The same fate awaits the Jews of Persia and the other Eastern countries. 
These Jews will pay with their lives for the first steps of militant progress. 
Meanwhile, the Jews of the Moslem countries are sitting on a volcano, 
and those wise enough to foresee the future, who have joined the Zionist 
movement, are well aware of the horror of the situation. This is another 
reason why the Zionists cannot-have no right-to wait. Certainly, let 
all the nations enjoy the fruits of progress, but we do not wish to be 
their scapegoat. Even if we leave the Galut mankind will pay in blood 
and tears for every upheaval that occurs in its history, except that Jewish 
blood is not taken into account-it only serves as amusement for the 
raging mob. There are thousands of Moslem and hundreds of thousands 
of Jews; let progress be content with the thousands of Moslems. 

It will be said that these fears are unreal. Such fears cannot arouse 
or give direction to a solid national movement, first because passing 
phenomena are liable to give rise to spontaneous eruptions rather than 
to conscious activity, and second, because a solid movement cannot 
expect quick success when immediate rescue from danger is called for. 
I agree with that entirely. I will go even further and say that the Jews 
in the past have been saved from graver dangers; they may have lost a 
tooth or an eye, but they have nevertheless been capable of a new and 
higher development. We are experienced in the tribulations of bondage. 
And it is not my intention, nor that of any thinking Zionist, to tie the 
need for the realization of our goal exclusively to the possibility of 
outbreaks of anti-Semitism. I trust I have shown how little good we are 
promised from this much-heralded progress. Now let us examine how 
our fate is affected by certain laws that operate in society. 

One fundamental and practically unique impulse in the life of society 
is egoism. If, with respect to the individual, there are grounds for arguing 
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that man is not the miserly egoist depicted in certain ethical theories, 
the egoism of the group cannot be denied. For the benefit of the group, 
its members eschew personal gain and individual pleasure, conferring 
on the group's interest a supreme moral imprimatur. The individual 
sacrifices himself for the good of the group, and in so doing nourishes 
the group's crude lack of consideration. On the other hand, nothing is 
done in the life of the society that is not to the advantage of the dominant 
classes who are in full control and have the power to forbid or permit. 

Aside from this, human society, by virtue of the iron laws of historical 
development, is divided into tribes, nationalities and nations, and that 
has consequently prepared the ground for dividing man's attitude toward 
others in a striking manner: with respect to "ours," the laws ensure 
equality of duties-I may not coerce, deceive, or cause unpleasantness 
to "mine" -while with respect to others there are no limitations, everything 
goes: the crudest infringement of rights, the most deceitful betrayal. I 
do not mean to say that this unfair demarcation will exist forever, but 
no one can prove it is destined to change in the foreseeable future. For 
the time being it is a fact of life; although its force is gradually weakening, 
it still must be taken into account. 

It is man's nature to try to fit others to himself. This pure desire, 
which has nothing to do with the seeking of advantage, the desire to 
spread ideas, to impart feelings or ideals, is found in every person who 
relates to his existence with any degree of religious feeling or awe, and 
who appreciates their value not for himself alone. A man scatters his 
spiritual treasures willingly, and in this respect often reveals a degree of 
generosity that borders on heroism. Those whose ideas are being per­
secuted, are prepared for any suffering and sacrifice that will provide 
them with victory. And those whose views already hold sway over the 
consciousness of the masses-even though they are incapable of attaining 
such spiritual heights-are zealous in making converts, and their generosity 
is tremendous. 

But my advice is to avoid becoming enthusiastic about such generosity; 
for spiritual possessions are not expropriable, and thus not only do not 
perish from this prodigality but even increase and improve in the process 
of preaching. By letting you share in my faith I may be giving you much, 
but I am still not depriving myself of anything. This is not the case 
with material or earthly possessions, measurable or not. Here man is 
generally not at all a squanderer, and social groups are even less so. It 
follows that every group is ready and willing to assimilate outsiders so 
long as it does not thereby surrender anything of its own, but faced with 
sharing material possessions with outsiders, no social group has as yet 
proved itself capable of such generosity. 
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Let us examine the meaning of this ambition, so often encountered 
in history, on the part of some nations to assimilate others, and the 
national conflicts that result. Every living creature that wishes to live 
requires food to replace the energy lost in every motion. For this purpose, 
the body acquires-i.e. assimilates to itself-energy from without. And 
just as the living creature, striving to expand its sphere of independent 
life draws and assimilates from without whatever he can swallow, without 
distinguishing between nonorganic parts and compounds on the one 
hand, and animals like itself on the other-so it is with society. 

Society, all of whose functions are designed to expand its patterns of 
life, imbibes energy both from the nonsocial area and from other national 
groups, and is limited only by its ability to conquer and incorporate 
them within its own flesh and blood. These foreign people have no 
importance in themselves for the society that assimilates them. All it 
requires of them is their possessions and functions. There have been 
groups, including some quite developed ones-not to mention tribes of 
ancient times-who would kill babies born with a defect that made it 
unlikely that they would ever be able to bring any benefit to the society. 
This was the practice in Sparta, for example. The direct assimilation of 
other peoples by swallowing up their possessions-their land and the 
culture that flourished there-is still the ambition of all peoples, even 
in our day. And it is not so long ago that nations also strove to assimilate 
the functions of weak groups by making slaves out of them, forcing them 
to serve without any hope of taking part in the division of the assets 
accumulated by the enslavers. For a contemporary example, it is enough 
to cite the minor fact that the enlightened Americans bar the gates of 
their land to immigrants who are ill or unable to work. There is no 
need to mention the base exploitation of the Indians by England. 

Here we must take account of the distinction between two cases so 
different from one another that the widespread failure to distinguish 
between them is enough to account for the current confusion concerning 
this matter. There can be no comparison between the position of two 
nations that live in adjacent territories, and two nations one of which 
lives amidst the other, in the latter's territory. In the first instance, the 
stronger of the two will strive to assimilate directly the possessions of 
the members of the other, and where possible, their functions as well. 
In the past this was done quite simply by wiping out the members of 
the second nation completely, or else by enslaving them, taking their 
property as a matter of course. In our time, international relations having 
become more complex, this method cannot be adopted. The effort is 
therefore made to assimilate the foreign country, and the cultural assets 
it has developed indirectly, by assimilating the population dwelling in 
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it. Precisely the same objectives now being sought by German or Magyar 
assimilation of border areas would have been achieved in an earlier day 
by much more simple, direct, and efficient methods. 

This clearly proves that no nation is interested in assimilating another 
without good reason. The assimilation of foreigners is actually in itself 
a most unpleasant business, and hence also undesirable. New people 
mean new candidates for benefits from the accumulated public assets, 
new hands hungrily stretched out for a share of the common loaf of 
bread. In order for a nation to desire the assimilation of another social 
group, it must first see in it something so valuable and attractive as to 
make it worthwhile despite all the inconvenience of including new partners 
in the distribution of the assets. 

Today the functions performed by the foreigner can no longer constitute 
such an attractive commodity. Increasing recognition of the freedom and 
rights of the individual proves that the nature of social relations in our 
time is making the exploitation of someone else's toil by compulsion 
quite superfluous and even harmful. Society now requires only free 
workers, and these are available everywhere and in whatever quantity 
required, i.e. there is no longer need of the functions of the foreigner. 
Hence, if even today we witness the deliberate assimilation of a social 
group, it can only be for the sake of its wealth. For a nation to permit 
a foreign people to share in its unexpropriable spiritual assets, to graft 
onto its language, ideals, world-view, laws, and customs without thereby 
giving up anything tangible of its own, and yet to be able to do as it 
pleases with the expropriable material possessions of the foreign people­
this is an extremely worthwhile exchange, which is still not renounced 
by nations in our day. 

It should be noted that even though social bodies also act on the 
pleasure-seeking impulse, they do not reveal very farsighted reasoning 
in this matter. The gratifying hope at the time of assimilation is generally 
something like this: one day, when we succeed in getting the owners of 
the desired wealth to adapt themselves to such a degree that they no 
longer resist the policy of conquest, we shall be able to seize this wealth 
by force and stop bothering with this expensive business of assimilation. 
The trouble is that as the process of assimilation, which was at first only 
a means, turns into an end in itself-since opposition intensifies the 
ambition-the assimilators no longer think of the ultimate benefit. As­
similation becomes a chimera that lives by its own power, the supreme 
mission of the ruling groups, and gives rise to such tension and waste 
of energy that all the foreign wealth is not worth the effort. Therefore 
discernible men among cultured nations, who have not confused ends 
and means, have already pointed out that a policy of assimilation is 
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unlikely to yield any benefit. It is safe to assume that as awareness of 
this fact spreads and the failures of this policy become more apparent, 
the idea of assimilation will eventually die out, and nations will renounce 
the ambition to control other peoples' property. 

If the assimilation of peoples who live on their own land and have 
accumulated certain cultural assets has already become unprofitable and 
is soon likely to become undesirable, the assimilation of a people that 
lives on the land of strangers, that possesses no material or cultural 
assets of its own, can certainly not be of use to anyone. We know, for 
instance, that American society rejects the Negroes, who in tum would 
give all they have for the chance of assimilating among the Whites, and 
dream of ways of changing the color of their skin. We know that this 
was the attitude of the Spartans to the Helots and of the Indians to the 
pariahs. If, for example, we see the English and French dwelling in peace 
in Canada, it is only because they are equal in numbers and are both 
equally rooted in the land. 

As for us, the Jews, other people have willingly let us share their 
cultural possessions, so long as this sharing did not mean confiscation, 
so long as this sharing did not raise us from our degraded position. Our 
opposition to assimilation and the enthusiasm of the priests to make 
converts brought cruel persecution upon us. Our stiff-necked attitude 
aroused the stubbornness of our enemies, who longed to assimilate us 
within them. To convert Jews to Christianity was often regarded by 
priests as a sacred duty, to the point where they momentarily forgot 
what was best for tJ:temselves. Thus, in order to attract Jews to embrace 
Christianity they would grant apostates special privileges. Good Chris­
tians, in order to draw Jews unto the fold, even agreed to set aside part 
of their material assets for apostates. But this was only for appearance's 
sake. Who is so naive as to believe seriously that the privilege promised 
to individual converts would be granted to the Jews as a whole if they 
should come in large numbers to seek refuge in the shade of Christianity? 
Most likely they would be expected to content themselves with having 
acquired eternal life in the world to come; in this world they would no 
doubt remain the same dirty Jews, with the addition of a new epithet, 
apostates. 

Is not our assertion borne out by the attitude toward the Marranos 
in Spain and their persecution by the Inquisition? When Jews were 
converted individually it was customary to grant them favors for their 
act, and full confidence was placed in them. Many became pillars of the 
Catholic Church, and by their false charges against Judaism they brought 
more affiiction to the Jews than anyone else. But when the Jews of Spain 
began to convert to Christianity in their tens of thousands, the attitude 




























































































































































































































































































































































































