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TU B’SHVAT

Each spring, sometimes as early as January, when almond trees blossom
white and pink, the birthday of trees is celebrated throughout Israel.
Thousands of boys and girls in white shirts, and foreign donors congregate
at designated sites to plant new starts and expand the forest. One boy
in our class, however, called the ceremonies fascist and murderous. He
said that pines grow acrid needles and shed them, thereby annihilating
all other growth, wild flowers, shrubs, and smaller indigenous trees. He
said, obviously repeating words he heard at home, that forestation of
land that was not formerly forested, but which seems every year to hold
fewer marks of stone terraces, as rubble and orchards disappear among
and under the pines, is a part of what he called ‘the big lie of our
existence.” We had been friends with that boy, but on that celebration
of Tu B’Shvat did not share with him the customary foods of the holiday,
dried figs, dates, and nuts, neatly packed for us by our parents.

(A fragment from Oz Shelach, Pimic Grounds: A Novel in Fragments, 2003)

Este es el irbol de los libres.

El irbol tiema, el irbol nube.

El irbol pan, el irbol flecha,

el irbol puiio, el irbol fuego.

Lo ahoga el agua tormentosa

de nuestra época nocturna,

pero su miastil balancea

el ruedo de su poderio.

(From Pablo Neruda, ‘Los Libertadores’,
Canto General, 1950)
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Introduction

Two crucially important things happened in Israel in March 1976. One
was the uprising of the Palestinian citizens of Israel on 30 March against
what amounted to a state-guided looting of their lands that had begun
in the aftermath of the 1948 war. March 30" became known as the Land
Day and is marked every year by Palestinian Israelis and the few Israeli
Jews who are sympathetic to their plight. Earlier that month, Israel Koenig,
commissioner of the northern district in the Ministry of the Interior,
penned a memorandum that was meant for internal circulation, to which
he added a second part in the wake of the Land Day. This document
became known as the Koenig Report, and it was leaked to Al-Hamishmar,
the newspaper of the labour party Mapam, which published it in early
September 1976. The Galilee was an area in which the ethnic cleansing
of 1948 had relatively limited success. In the report Koenig sought to alert
the government to the dangerous reality of the Galilee’s Arabness, and
suggested ways for radically altering that situation through a variety of
policies, ranging from accelerated expropriation of land, through enhanced
settlement of Jews (what would become known as ‘Judaization of the
Galilee’), to encouraging Israeli Palestinians to study abroad and then
preventing their return.

In a nutshell, the book is an excavation of the intellectual and literary
history which, together with the material history of settler—indigenous
relations in modern Palestine, accounts for the awareness of the Israeli
Palestinians that their removal by the state of which they were citizens
continued apace, and the consciousness and political imagination that made
the production of something like the Koenig Report possible and the
implementation of the policies it recommended feasible.

There is of course a profusion of writing on Israel/Palestine. Among
the better studies on Zionism and Israel one particular theme stands out.
Pro-Zionist authors are inclined to portray Zionism as an ideological
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utopia rooted in progressive European sensibilities, whose realization in
Palestine could not be as pristine as the founding idea, but is nonetheless
highly satisfactory. In this way, the kibbutz is portrayed as an experiment
in socialist utopia. Consciously or not, these studies adhere to an Idealist
causality, because they privilege not only the ideational sphere but also
the intentions of the Zionist settlers (for example, they state that the fact
that Zionist settlers had not intended to dispossess the indigenous people
is intellectually and ethically decisive, regardless of the facts on the ground).
In these authors’ narratives the settler community was shaped by dynamics
that were exclusively Zionist Jewish. The interaction with the indigenous
population, in other words, was ultimately inconsequential for the nature
and identity of that community.

On the other hand, writers who are radically critical of Zionism and
Israel usually play down the significance of the European ideational back-
ground, foregrounding instead the actual process of the colonization of
Palestine. In this view, the kibbutz is an instance of the pure settlement
colony, bearing structural resemblance to the early seventeenth-century
colonies of Virginia and New England. These writers are often suspicious
of ideology and literature, which they believe do not reflect social and
economic realities; rather, they focus on the material and institutional.
For them, intentions matter little, results almost exclusively: the conflict
with the indigenous Palestinians is not extrinsic to the contours of the
pre-state Yishuv (settlers’ community) and the state of Israel; it has shaped
both.

This book is not a compromise between the above tendencies, but
it does insist on collapsing several alleged dichotomies. First, Zionism,
its own historical peculiarities notwithstanding, was both a Central-Eastern
European national movement and a movement of European settlers
which sought to carve out for itself a national patrimony with a colony
in the East. To say that it is either one or the other phenomenon is an
impoverished, restricted interpretation. Second, it is problematic to
compare the colonization of Palestine with other settler societies in terms
of land, labour and certain institutions, but not in the interpretation of
ideological, scholarly and literary texts. On the contrary, it can be shown
that these texts express typical settler consciousness and imagination.
Third, considering the intentions of settlers should not perforce exclude
consequences or result in silencing the indigenous voice, provided the
hegemonic story of the settler nation is not permitted to prevail without
being critically read. Nowhere is this clearer than in the Zionist Israeli
settler nation’s construction of its own story as a nation that is unique,
impregnable and in no way shaped by the mere presence of an indigenous
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people and the need to wrest the land away from them. Instead of
dismissing this narrative as false consciousness of sorts, it is more interesting
to interpret it as one typical of settler nations, albeit with its own histor-
ically specific features.

This book’s various arguments, then, are underlain by the tension
between Europe and its internally and externally colonized groups and
territories, and between the historically specific and the historically
comparable. The axis around which the book revolves is the Zionist
foundational myth, which has three manifestations: the negation of exile
(shelilat ha-galut), the return to the land of Israel (ha-shiva le-Eretz Yisrael)
and the return to history (ha-shiva la-historia). These three fundamental
phrases are, in effect, different registers of what could conceivably be said
to constitute one integral foundational myth; they are truly inextricably
intertwined. This book argues that the myth is inexorably national and
settler-colonial, specific and comparable, shaped by European ideational
currents and the reality of colonial strife.

To use a Marxist distinction for the sake of brevity and clarity, this
book considers a series of texts that belong in the domain of the super-
structure. These texts represent three main discursive fields: the political-
ideological, the literary, and the scholarly. It cannot be stressed enough
that the source material examined here is drawn from a very large Hebrew
corpus, most of which is unavailable in English. And while that corpus
cannot of course be fully translated here for reasons of space, it is thoroughly
and contextually discussed and quoted in English translation. On a related
note, this book strays from the conventions of academic writing, especially
in the social sciences, in two important ways: it disregards the distinction
between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ literature or sources; and it has neither
an overall stated thesis which it proves, nor a straightforward narrative,
even though the first chapter is concerned with fin de siécle Europe and
the last with Israel in the 1950s and 1960s. The reason for straying from
the first convention, in addition to its tediousness, is intellectual rectitude.
Since the themes of this study are things like a foundational myth, literary
imagination or historical consciousness, that is, constructed abstractions,
it is intellectually untenable to argue that current or past scholarly writing
on these themes stands outside of them (i.e., is ‘secondary’ whereas the
abstractions themselves are somehow ‘primary’); that would also result in
collusion with the reification of hegemony.

The book’s first chapter sets the stage by challenging one of the foundations
of Zionism’s hegemony: its ability to disseminate its world view as a self-
evident, a priori truth rather than as an ideological perspective. Using and
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further developing the concept of the conscious pariah put forth by
the literary critic and journalist Bernard Lazare and later by Hannah
Arendt, I argue that a viable, progressive and at the same time anti-
assimilationist alternative to Zionism existed within modern secular
Jewry, and that its appearance was not coincidentally concomitant with
the birth of — and in opposition to — Herzl’s political Zionism. I also
suggest that the perspective of the conscious pariah is morally and
politically viable even — perhaps especially — today. The chapter uses
as a starting point two texts that were entitled ‘The New Ghetto’ and
were written within nine days of each other in Paris in November
1894: Herzl’s play Das neue Ghetto and Lazare’s article in La Justice, ‘Le
nouveau ghetto’.

Chapter Two explains why the burgeoning field of comparative
settler nationalism, or colonialism, is the most comprehensive framework
within which the Zionist colonization of Palestine, the state of Israel,
and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict ought to be understood. It first
surveys that field, and emphasizes the hitherto most important attempt
to apply its method and language to the early phase of Zionist colo-
nization. The fundamentals of settler nations’ hegemonic narratives are
identified and shown to exist in the Zionist Israeli case too. Finally, a
sustained interpretation is offered of a long — and almost unknown —
essay from the mid 1920s by a foremost Zionist leader, Chaim Arlosoroff
(killed in Tel Aviv in 1933). I demonstrate how this fascinating piece,
which has never been translated into English, evinces white-settler
awareness.

Chapter Three launches a thorough discussion of the Zionist foundational
myth’s three appearances: as negation of exile, as return to the land of
Israel and as return to history. It begins by providing a working definition
of the myth’s three registers, followed by the presentation of its mainstream
varieties. This analysis is deepened by looking at the foundational myth
from the vantage point of a radical right-wing movement, pejoratively
dubbed Canaanism, which made its first appearance in the early 1940s.
Canaanite rejection of Zionism is then examined in the 1980s, through
an important book by Boas Evron, written from a perspective that can
be called neo-Canaanite. What follows is an account of the myth’s reit-
eration by Anita Shapira, the foremost pro-Zionist Israeli historian of
Zionism and Israel, dubbed the ‘Princess of Zionism’. The chapter
concludes with an examination of a recent radical critique of the myth
by Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, informed by Walter Benjamin’s ‘Theses on
the Philosophy of History’.

Chapter Four is the first of two that look at the remarkable careers
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of the Jerusalem scholars, the first generation of historians and philologists
who founded the Institute for Jewish Studies and the Hebrew University
in the first decades of the twentieth century, and whose intellectual
world was shaped by German romanticism and historicism. It argues
that, certain differences notwithstanding, this group gave the founda-
tional myth its ultimate consistency and coherence. Whereas the myth’s
varieties as discussed in Chapter Three ignored or sidestepped the long
period of exile, the Jerusalem scholars created an organic territorial
narrative into which the ‘interim’ period of exile was integrated. Here,
I focus particularly on the work of the scholars Yitzhak-Fritz Baer, the
ascetic Germanic historian par excellence, and Ben-Zion Dinur, the
prominent politician-cum-nationalist-historian, whose term as education
minister in the 1950s is the most formative and consequential in the
history of Israeli national education. As in Chapter Three, I close with
an illustration of the current prevalence of the myth, and hence of
Zionism: a keynote address by Anita Shapira at Yad Vashem in 2001,
in which she contrasted two perspectives on the Eichmann trial — those
of Haim Gouri (a celebrated Sabra poet of the 1948 generation) and
Hannah Arendt.

In Chapter Five, Gershom Scholem is discussed separately from his
Jerusalem colleagues, simply because his genius is an irresistible challenge.
Although he alluded to all three registers of the foundational myth,
Scholem emphasized Zionism as a return to history. His life and oeuvre
are interpreted with the aid of a term — ‘the mythology of prolepsis’ —
borrowed from the Cambridge intellectual historian Quentin Skinner.
For its true and authentic meaning to become manifest, the unfolding
Jewish history had to await the return to history and return to Zion of
Scholem, the Hegelian historian blessed with the keen eye of Minerva’s
owl. From here, the chapter goes on to engage with other interpretations
of Scholem as a modern thinker on themes like Zionism and Israel.
There is an attempt in the chapter — my own as well as another scholar’s
— to relate Scholem’s thought to Carl Schmitt in two ways. First, I look
at his entire enterprise as a Zionist political theology. Second, I suggest
that his obsession with messianism ‘exploding’ legalistic—rabbinical Judaism
in order to vitalize and energize it is a sort of Schmittian moment, in
which the constitution is suspended in order for the state to preserve
itself. The chapter ends with an intervention in the debate over who
‘owned’ Benjamin’s legacy: the orthodox Marxists? Scholem and/or
Theodor Adorno? none of them?

Whereas Chapters Four and Five show how Zionist historiography
and historical consciousness could be seen as extensions of German
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romanticism and historicism, the book’s final two chapters ‘return’ to
Palestine and to Zionism as manifestation of settler colonialism. Chapter
Six examines the use of the Old Testament by a settler society, starting
from a critical engagement with, again, Anita Shapira’s work, this time
on Ben-Gurion and the Bible and on the Bible’s place in Jewish Israeli
collective identity. It shows how Shapira reproduces one of the settler
fundamentals, namely, the separation of history and identity of the
Yishuv and the state of Israel into two discrete and putatively unrelated
narratives: one on Ben-Gurion’s Bible project and the place of the
Bible in ‘our’ collective identity, in who ‘we’ are; the other on the
‘Arab Question’. This is followed by an intricate examination of
the literary production of the most outstanding Hebrew author born
in the Yishuv, S. Yizhar (the pen name of Yizhar Smilansky). Instead
of categorically deciding whether Yizhar was ultimately a Zionist writer
or a truly oppositional one, I keep vacillating between the two poles.
The discussion’s tone remains undecided because I think that Yizhar
himself vacillated ceaselessly. Through Yizhar I show, firstly, that the
Bible and who ‘we’ are on the one hand, and on the other the ethnic
cleansing ‘we’ perpetrated in 1947-8 and the ensuing land-grab, are
inextricably intertwined. The chapter also underscores Smilanksy’s
complexity: both a critic of, and participant in, the cleansing of Palestine;
an author who simultaneously lamented the destruction of rural Palestine
in one story he wrote in 1949, and eternalized the destroyers as the
sacrificial boys of 1948 in another marvellous, epic story he penned in
1958; a critic of Zionism and Israeli statechood who was nonetheless
mobilized as an organic intellectual of Ben-Gurion’s regime. Finally,
the chapter shows how, in their anxiety that Yizhar might be collapsing
the wall between who ‘we’ are and ‘our’ interaction with the indigenous
Palestinians, contemporary liberal settler writers, most notably Amos
Oz, hasten to offer explications that force Yizhar back into the nation’s
bosom, by insisting that he was addressing ‘us’ and ‘our identity’ rather
than — perish the thought — exploring whether what ‘we’ have done
is actually who ‘we’ are.

Through an analysis of Ben-Gurion’s exegeses, especially on the
Book of Joshua, Chapter Seven argues that his understanding of the
Old Testament was that of a ‘Protestant’ settler, and did not emanate
in any obvious way from an uninterrupted Jewish tradition, nor did it
immanently spring from an organic Jewish history. It explores how
Ben-Gurion’s exegeses, and his Bible project as a whole, met the imme-
diate need of nation-building in the 1950s and early 1960s and of justi-
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fying the appropriation of the land emptied of its indigenous people
in the 1948 war. Preceding the examination of Ben-Gurion’s exegetical
endeavour is a depiction of the context within which it ought to be
understood.






The Sovereign Settler versus

the Conscious Panah:
Theodor Herzl and Bernard Lazare

I divided a map of Palestine into small squares, which I numbered.
(Joseph Levy, director of the Jewish Exodus from Europe and
colonization of Palestine, in Herzl’s Altneuland, 1902)

The nobler course would be to insist on a just treatment of the Jews
wherever they are born and bred. The Jews born in France are French
in precisely the same sense that Christians born in France are French.
(Mahatma Gandhi, ‘The Jews in Palestine, 1938’, Harnjan, 26 November
1938") '

The Atlantic City Resolution [October 1944] goes even a step further
than the Biltmore Program (1942), in which the Jewish minority had
granted minority rights to the Arab majority. This time the Arabs
were simply not mentioned in the resolution, which obviously leaves
them the choice between voluntary emigration and second-class
citizenship.

(Hannah Arendt, ‘Zionism Reconsidered’, Menorah Joumnal, 33 (October
1944)?)
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Bifurcation

On 8 November 1894 Theodor Herzl reported in a letter to his friend
the Jewish Viennese writer Arthur Schnitzler that he had just completed
a new play called Das neue Ghetto, following an intense period of writing
over the previous month. At the time the Parisian correspondent of the
prestigious liberal Viennese daily, Neue Freie Presse, Herzl intimated that
he did not want to be identified as the play’s author, and asked Schnitzler
to send it for consideration to several major Berlin theatres in a specific
order, under the pseudonym Albert Schnabel (‘a very ordinary name’).?
I shall later return to Herzl’s striking confession in the same letter to
Schnitzler: ‘In the special instance of this play, I want to hide my genitals
more than any other time.”* Clearly, what Herzl wanted hidden was his
Jewishness. It is important to note already at this point that the moment
which is considered the beginning of Herzl’s ‘conversion’ to Zionism is
also the moment in which he most strongly wanted to occlude the fact
that he was Jewish.

Nine days after Herzl’s letter to Schnitzler, on 17 November, Bernard
Lazare published an article, ‘Le nouveau ghetto’, in the leftist French
journal La Justice, followed on 31 December by another piece, ‘Anti-
sémitisme et antisémites’, in L’Echo de Paris. A French Jew from an old
Sephardic family in Nimes, in the mid 1880s Lazare went like many
others to Paris in search of a literary career. He was an anarchist, a
socialist, a symbolist littérateur, public activist and the first true and
undeservedly forgotten Dreyfusard. Bernard Lazare briefly joined the
Zionist movement (1896—9) and was close to Herzl, but later left the
movement, owing to profound objections to Herzl’s politics and style
of leadership.

I should at this point say that Hannah Arendt is absolutely crucial to
the way in which my thoughts and research on fin de siécle Zionism
have evolved. The possible pairing of Theodor Herzl (1860-1904) and
Bernard Lazare (1865-1903) was suggested by Arendt’s brush-stroke
survey (1942) of anti-Semitism in modern France, which is brought to
conclusion with a section entitled ‘Herzl and Lazare’. Arendt notes what
the two men shared and then proceeds briefly to explain their disagree-
ment and how they parted ways.® In the work of Michael Marrus and
Jacques Kornberg, I subsequently came across passing mentions of two
texts written in proximity by Herzl and Lazare,® and was struck by the
fact that the correspondences between these texts had not received
greater attention.

The writing of the two New Ghetto texts in the autumn of 1894 may
be retrospectively seen as the site of a remarkable bifurcation, something
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I would like to theorize under the notion of Ansatzpunkte, starting points.
In this, I am informed by Carlo Ginzburg’s adaptation of a notion he
borrows from Erich Auerbach. ‘How can a philologist from a single
cultural tradition approach a world in which so many languages, so many
cultural traditions interact?” Auerbach asked. Ginzburg’s response was as
follows: ‘Auerbach believed that one has to look for Ansatzpunkte, that
is, for starting points, for concrete details from which the global process
can be inductively reconstructed . . . By knowing less’, Ginzburg continued,
‘by narrowing the scope of our inquiry, we hope to understand more.
This cognitive shift has been compared to the dilation and constriction
of a camera lens. One might call this approach microhistory; but ultimately
labels are irrelevant.”

I see the bifurcation embedded in the two New Ghetto texts as an
instance of Ansatzpunkte, and explore the variety of themes that it suggests.
These include the politics of the sovereign, yet alienated, settler versus
the politics of the consciously marginalized pariah, the politics of partic-
ularism versus the politics of universalism, the limits of the nation-state
in fin de siécle Europe, colonialism and utopia in the literary imagination,
and the way gender, psychoanalysis and modern anti-Semitism were
related. It should be made clear that I do not seek the notion of
Ansatzpunkte in order to excavate beginnings, but rather — to quote
Ginzburg again — in order ‘to know less’ in the hope of ‘understanding
more’.

Before exploring the history and implications of the bifurcation, I should
register a biographical point of interest. Drawing on references in Herzl’s
diaries, it is commonly held that Herzl and Lazare met for the first time
in 1896. I think that there is evidence to suggest that they may in fact
have met in 1894, around the time the two New Ghetto texts were
written. It is also worth emphasizing that Herzl’s diary alone is not conclu-
sive evidence of their first meeting having occurred in 1896, because
Herzl only began to keep a diary in early June 1895.

In a perceptive overview of Herzl’s Parisian sojourn, Pierre van Passen
commented on the social life of the foreign correspondents in the city.
He reports that the more distinguished among them, including Herzl,
used to gather for a weekly luncheon at the Restaurant Fuyot near the
Luxembourg Gardens, where French journalists would join them. The
event normally continued well into the afternoon. Passen notes that
‘[ajmong the luncheon-visitors during the winter of 1894-1895 appear
the names of Anatole France, Arthur Meyer, editor of Gaulois, Gaston
Calmette of Figaro, Victor Basch, Bernard Lazare’.®
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A Genealogy of the Conscious Pariah (I)
In the autumn of 1896 Bernard Lazare ‘felt utterly deserted and alone’.’
That November, he published and disseminated his pamphlet Une erreur
Judiciaire: la vérité sur I’ Affaire Dreyfus, which earnestly set in motion what
became the Dreyfus Affair. Shortly after the pamphlet’s dissemination, he
confided in his friend Joseph Reinach, author of the seven-volume account
of the Affair:

Je ne dis rien des injures et des insultes, ni des accusations. Rien de
I’attitude de la presse qui me fut dés ce jour fermée. Du jour au lendemain,
je fus un paria. Un long atavisme m’ayant préparé i cet état, je n’en
souffris pas moralement. Je n’en souffris que matériellement. Vous savez
que cela ne m’a pas découragé, ni ar[r]été dans I'oeuvre entreprise.'

I will not say anything about the attacks and insults, or the accusations.
Nothing about the attitude of the press that was closed to me from
that day onwards. From one day to the next, I had become a pariah.
Since I had long been predisposed to that state, my morale did not suffer.
I suffered only materially from it. You know that it didn’t discourage
me, nor did it stop me from the work I had undertaken.

Two separate but related questions arise: what made Lazare think of
himself as a pariah, and, more precisely, a conscious pariah? And what
was it in him that appealed to Arendt? Together, the answers to these
two questions constitute a genealogy of a distinctdly modern, secular
and progressive socio-political type, namely, the conscious pariah.

Lazare was born in Nimes in 1865. His mother’s family came from
Toulouse and claimed to have descended from the Languedoc Jewry that
had settled in the area in Roman times. His father’s family settled in
Nimes in the eighteenth century, and had come from either Alsace or
Brandenburg. Lazare’s father was a well-off tailor, and his home only
mildly observant; he attended state schools with a republican orientation
and was an atheist. Developing a passionate interest in literature, Lazare
went to Paris in 1886 to become a littérateur. There he aligned himself
with the symbolists, especially in their positivism-bashing and their intense
adoration of Mallarmé. In the first half of the 1890s he was a central
figure of the Entretiens Politiques et Littéraires, founded in 1890. (Ironically,
in view of the Dreyfus Affair, Zola’s realism was one of the main targets
of criticism for Lazare and his symbolist associates.) Lazare also studied
comparative religion at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. At the same
time, owing to his dissatisfaction with the aloofness of purely aesthetic
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symbolism, he became an anarchist, critical of republican bourgeois
democracy, and increasingly adopted combative journalism as his main —
though by no means only — literary and political tool. The point of contact
between symbolism and anarchism was the Revue Blanche, where Lazare
met another passionate literary critic, Léon Blum.!! Although some scholarly
literature on Lazare exists, the remarkable combination of his life and
work has not received the attention it deserves, given the variety of his
fields of interest and activity.

An appropriate context within which to situate Lazare is offered by
Michael Léwy in his engaging study on Jewish libertarian thought in the
Germanic world during the first half of the twentieth century.!?
Developing the concept of elective affinity between seemingly unrelated
socio-cultural phenomena, for which he draws mostly on Max Weber,
Lowy brings together a substantial and widely varied group of German
Jewish thinkers. He argues that, however different they were, these
thinkers contributed to the formation of a distinct elective affinity between
Jewish messianism and libertarian utopia, between energies they found
in the reservoir of non-rabbinical Judaism and the possibility of releasing
these energies in order to create revolutionary utopian situations. The
group examined by Lowy includes such figures as Gustav Landauer,
Martin Buber, Franz Kafka, Gershom Scholem and Georg Lukics, to
name just a few; the foundation of Lowy’s edifice, however, seems to
be Walter Benjamin. The book’s final chapter is concerned with ‘a French
exception’: Bernard Lazare.

For Lowy, Lazare is ‘the exception that proves the rule’, in the sense
that he was probably the only French Jewish intellectual, if not the only
non-German Jewish intellectual, who combined the Romantic/revo-
lutionary drive and articulated the messianic/libertarian vision, albeit in
ways unique to him. He personified the affinity that French symbolism
had with German neo-romanticism and its anti-capitalism.’”> He also
pushed forward the inherent closeness between symbolism and anarchism.
‘Bernard Lazare stood at the crossroad of the two movements’, Lowy
observes. ‘[H]e was attracted both by Mallarmé’s Salon (which he
attended) and by Kropotkin’s ideas (which he presented in Entretiens).’'
This revolutionary libertarian drive never left Lazare, however much
the specific social networks might change. It is not coincidental that in
the last years of his life he felt comfortably welcomed only by Georges
Sorel, Charles Péguy, and the circle of Péguy’s Dreyfusard journal Les
Cabhiers de la Quinzaine.'®

The year 1894 was crucial in Lazare’s life. He had just published a hefty
volume on the history of anti-Semitism, L’Antisémitisme, son histoire et
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ses causes,'® written between 1891 and 1893, which drew on his studies
at the Sorbonne’s Ecole Pratique and was the culmination of his views in
the early 1890s. At that time Lazare thought that assimilation was possible
and that it was the only road to emancipation of the Jews. He thought
that progress would bring both obstinate Judaism and anti-Semitism to
an end, and that the onus to change was on the Jews, for their own sake
and in order not to hinder the final integration of the perfectly poised
Israelites.!” An israélite de France such as himself, Lazare asserted, had nothing
in common with ‘these coarse and dirty, pillaging Tatars [i.e. East European
Jews], who come to feed upon a country which does not belong to
them’.” This analysis was not at all in disagreement with anti-Semites
like Edouard Drumont, who had reviewed Lazare’s book favourably,
describing it as ‘a fine effort at impartiality’,'” and who invited him to
help referee La Libre Parole’s competition for the ‘best solution to the
Jewish Question’; the analysis was also not uncommon among leftists.
The initial stages of the Dreyfus Affair in the autumn of 1894, and the
accompanying reaction in the press and on the streets, marked the beginning
of the dramatic change in Lazare’s position on the Jewish Question, to
which he brought his anarchist universalism. Within less than a year he
was fiercely debating Drumont; indeed, the two were actually involved
in a duel from which both emerged unscathed.?

Both Léwy and Robert Wistrich discern a textual turning point in
Lazare’s politics. The turning point, they argue, can be found in the
middle of Lazare’s history of anti-Semitism. In the first seven chapters,
Lazare on the whole adhered to an anti-Semitic understanding of anti-
Semitism, in the sense that the latter was understandable given Jews’
obstinate reluctance to be self-effacing. However, his attitude and
judgment change in the second half of the book, which surveys modern
anti-Semitism.?! It is clear that, by the time Dreyfus was first accused,
Lazare sensed that something was profoundly wrong with assimilation
and its direction, a perception articulated in his article ‘Le nouveau
ghetto’. Identifying ‘an anti-Semitic mood’, he observed that this was
a graver sign than an anti-Semitic political party (which indeed did not
exist), and that it might have been mistaken to imagine ‘that only small
armies follow [generals] like M. Edouard Drumont’. Drumont was the
editor of the anti-Semitic newspaper La Libre Parole, which had a consid-
erable readership. What Lazare meant was that the existence of such
readership indicated a rather sizeable support for Drumont’s views, and
that the anti-Semitic mood evinced by this was in a way more worrying
than the hypothetical formation of an institutionalized anti-Semitic party.
Then Lazare proceeded to expose what he termed ‘the New Ghetto’.
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He did not think it likely that the walls of the Old Ghetto would be
erected again ‘in the civilized West’. Something more insidious was
taking place:

But we see, little by little, a moral ghetto being constituted. The
Israclites are no longer cloistered, the streets at the edge of their
neighbourhoods are no longer cordoned off by chains, but there is
around them a hostile atmosphere, an atmosphere of mistrust, of latent
hatred, of unacknowledged prejudices that as such are more powerful.
It is a ghetto that is terrible in different ways than the one from which
one can escape by revolt or exile.

This moral ghetto, Lazare commented, might recreate the Jewish pariah.
He did not conclude ‘Le nouveau ghetto’ on a pessimistic note however,
and was confident that the nation-state’s universality would enable inclu-
siveness to triumph over organic exclusiveness, and would ‘destroy the
new ghetto as well’. After the publication of this article Lazare’s activity
as a Dreyfusard intensified. In February 1895 he was approached by
Mathieu Dreyfus (Alfred’s brother) and decided to help. The main result
was Une erreur judiciaire, published in November 1896, which set in motion
the campaign to prove Dreyfus’s innocence, but there were other initiatives,
such as the campaign against Drumont, to whom Lazare was now
profoundly opposed, in the radical journal Le Voltaire.2

Although I shall address Herzl’s own literary and political world later
(including Das neue Ghetto), the significance of the bifurcation requires a
comment now. For Lazare the first events of the Dreyfus Affair coincided
with his own political transformation (the first round of the judicial process
took place between 19 and 22 December 1894). Herzl was in Paris at
that time as the correspondent of the Viennese Neue Freie Presse, but the
trial left no impression upon him at the time. A few years later Herzl,
now a politician leading the Zionist movement he had founded, understood
the importance of obtaining early consciousness of the Dreyfus Affair as
transformative prolepsis, which he masterfully proceeded to concoct. What
Herzl proceeded to do, in other words, is invent the Dreyfus trial as a
moment of Zionist epiphany. Admiring scholars and politicians subse-
quently portrayed the mythical narrative of the assimilated Jew witnessing
the humiliation of Dreyfus and being transformed into a Zionist prophet,
a myth convincingly unravelled by Komberg. In a letter written in 1898,
Herzl noted that Das neue Ghetto had been composed ‘after the first Dreyfus
trial and under its impact’. As shown by the above-mentioned letter to
Schnitzler, as well as the dates on a draft copy of the play, the writing
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had begun on 21 October and was completed on 8 November, whereas
the trial took place some six weeks later. In an article published in 1899
Herzl was adamant: ‘What made me a Zionist was the Dreyfus trial . . .
which I witnessed in 1894." Kornberg shows that ‘Herzl had covered the
trial for his newspaper, but his reports of the event do not confirm his
assertion’, for these reports were of an indifferent and matter-of-fact register,
rather than one that would indicate an irrevocable, life-changing experience.
Crucially, at the time that is justifiably considered the apogee of his conver-
sion to Zionism (May 1895, when he wrote The Jews’ State), Herzl did
not mention the Dreyfus case. What made him aware of Dreyfus’s probable
innocence and its ramification was his meeting with Lazare in July 1896
and the latter’s pamphlet, published four months later.2

Arendt was aware neither of the fact that Herzl’s embrace of the Dreyfus
Affair was retrospective nor of the striking temporal proximity of, but huge
differences between, the New Ghetto texts. She did, however, sense what
I call bifurcation in the ‘Herzl and Lazare’ passage, which concludes the
essay on modern French anti-Semitism (1942). Arendt’s text appears in two
contrasting contexts within her oeuvre. The text’s first appearance is as the
conclusion of her remarkable examination of modem French anti-Semitism.
The second version appears as a passage in Ron Feldman’s collection of
excerpts from Arendt’s work, one of the most cited sources of Arendt’s
oeuyre, in which it is severed from the thorough discussion of French anti-
Semitism that precedes it.* In the Feldman edition, the severing of the
passage from its original context entails the loss of some of the depth of
Arendt’s observation, which is compounded by the fact that she did not
have the benefit of Kornberg’s finding. What is lost is the extent to which
Lazare’s commitment to the actual world around him was the framework
for his politics and, in stark contrast, Herzl's alienation from that world.
Lazare did not wish to ‘normalize’ the Jews but to effect a revolutionary
change of the entire society and work with Jews as they were. Herzl accepted
the anti-Semitic framing of the Jewish Question, and from this followed
the solution of ‘normalizing’ the Jews by sending them away:

Herzl’s solution to the Jewish problem was, in the final analysis,
escape or deliverance in a homeland . . . To him was a matter of
indifference just how hostile a gentile might be; indeed, thought he,
the more anti-Semitic a2 man was the more he would appreciate the
advantages of a Jewish exodus from Europe! To Lazare, on the other
hand, the territorial question was secondary . . . The consequence
of this attitude was that he did not look around for more or less
anti-Semitic protectors but for real comrades-in-arms, whom he
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hoped to find among all the oppressed groups of contemporary
Europe. He knew that anti-Semitism was neither an isolated nor a
universal phenomenon and that the shameful complicity of the Powers
in the East European pogroms had been symptomatic of something
far deeper, namely, the threatened collapse of all moral values under
the pressure of imperialist politics.?

There is an elective affinity between the ways in which Lazare and
Arendt interacted with organized Zionism, and with Zionism as a move-
ment of settler nationalism whose purpose was to colonize Palestine and
establish a Jewish state. In both cases there was a phase of participation,
which coincided with the recognition of the failure of assimilation and
Zionism’s vehement rejection of it. But, because the moment of recognition
was also that at which both Lazare and Arendt became conscious pariahs,
they were repulsed by Zionism like magnetic fields whose polarity had
been reversed. Arendt wrote in the 1940s about the Herzl/Lazare contrast
and the hidden pariah tradition. In her ‘Zionism Reconsidered’ of 1944
she tried, in alliance with J. L. Magnes, the American Jewish President
of the Hebrew University, but to no avail, to create a constituency for
the establishment of a binational state in Palestine.? Nevertheless, Herzl
and Lazare became close during the first years of their acquaintance:
Herzl praised Lazare in his diary and to his confidants, and Lazare was willing
to help produce a French edition of The Jews’ State. Herzl invited Lazare to
serve in the Actions Committee of the World Zionist Organization. Lazare
attended the Second Zionist Congress in 1898 and, in recognition of his
Dreyfusard credentials, was received by the delegates with something
approaching adoration.?

Less than a year later, however, there appeared an irreparable rift between
the two and, by March 1899, Lazare had resigned from the Actions
Committee and more or less left the Zionist Organization. Lazare was
averse to Herzl’s autocratic and condescending style. He saw how Herzl
had undermined a democratic discussion on the national bank in the
Second Congress, and objected to the very idea of his Jewish Colonial
Trust. Moreover, he could not tolerate the path of high diplomacy that
ignored the needs of actual Jews as opposed to those who in some future
date would be ‘normalized’ in Palestine, and could not forgive the will-
ingness to ignore the atrocities committed against the Russian Jews and
Armenians in order to ease the negotiations with the perpetrators, the
Russian tsar and the Ottoman sultan. But, fundamentally, the rift can be
attributed to what I called a bifurcation. Lazare cleaved to an anarchist—
revolutionary nationalism, which was meant as a foundation for a universal
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humanist project, whereas Herzl propounded a bourgeois settlers’ nationalism,
intended to create a Jewish state in a territory inhabited by non-white
natives. In February and March 1899 Lazare wrote to Herzl a series of
letters that brought to an end his contacts with the budding Zionist estab-
lishment and its leader. In one of them Lazare left little room for doubt
as to where the fault for the split lay:

Vous étes des bourgeois de pensée, des bourgeois de sentiments, des
bourgeois d’idées, des bourgeois de conception sociale. Etant tels vous
voulez guider un peuple, notre peuple, qui est un peuple de pauvres,
de malheureux, de prolétaires . . . Vous agissez alors en dehors d’eux,
au-dessus d’eux: vous voulez faire marcher un troupeau . . . Comme
tous les gouvernements vous voulez farder la vérité, étre le gouvernement
d’un peuple qui ait I'air propre et le summum du devoir devenant pour
vous de ‘ne pas étaler les hontes nationales’. Or je suis moi pour qu’on
les étale, pour qu’on voie le pauvre Job sur son fumier, raclant ses
ulcéres avec un tesson de bouteille.?

You are bourgeois in your thought, bourgeois in your feelings, bourgeois
in your ideas and bourgeois in your conception of society. As such,
you want to guide the people, our people, who are poor, unhappy,
working class . . . You act outside of them and above them: you’d like
to have them follow you like a herd of sheep. Like all governments,
you want to disguise the truth, you want to be a proper government
whose principal obligation is not exposing the national shame. But I
want to expose it, so that everyone can see poor Job on his dungheap,
scraping his sores with a piece of broken bottle.

Lazare was not a systematic thinker, but his transformation into a
conscious pariah did include an attempt to formulate a revolutionary Jewish
nationalism.” Benedict Anderson has already noticed the paradox of ‘[t]he
political power of nationalisms vs. their philosophical poverty and even
incoherence. In other words, unlike most other isms, nationalism has never
produced its own grand thinkers: no Hobbses, Tocquevilles, Marxes, or
Webers . . . Like Gertrude Stein in the face of Oakland, one can rather
quickly conclude that there is “no there there”.”® What is interesting in
Lazare’s construction of Jewish nationalism is, I think, the creative tension
between the particular and the universal, and the way in which the politics
of the conscious pariah emerges out of this tension. In anticipation of the
next step of unfolding the pariah’s genealogy, I might mention that this
tension foregrounds the connection between Arendt’s reading of Lazare
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and her statement (to which I will return later) that ‘Rahel [Varmhagen]
had remained a Jew and pariah. Only because she clung to both conditions
did she find a place in the history of European humanity.’

Lazare first identified the existence of a Jewish nation in a way more
or less congruous with prevailing nineteenth-century theories. From that
premise he relentlessly, though not always in an orderly and coherent
way, emphasized the revolutionary potential of the Jewish nation, especially
in its East European manifestation. The proletarian nature of that nation
was therefore important not only for the dignity of its own members,
but also for the betterment of the society in general, through an alliance
of the nationally and socially aware Jews, other progressive groups, and
humanity’s downtrodden. All along, Lazare continued to attack the
bourgeoisie and, with special vehemence, the Jewish bourgeoisie. His
observation that the Jewish nation was, as such, revolutionary and
proletarian had two articulations. One was an attempt to show that this
had been the nation’s essence from biblical times.? The other drew on
an historical and sociological analysis of the various situations of the
Jews within different societies throughout contemporary Europe. It was
on the basis of this analysis that Lazare fought for the Jewish cause as a
national revolutionary movement that was simultaneously particular and
universal.»

For Lazare the liberation of the Jews and, more generally, liberation
of each national society were intertwined: ‘Il n’y aura sans doute de
guérison que dans la guérison générale: les juifs ne seront libres que quand
les pays sont libres’ (‘There is no cure without a general cure: Jews will
be free only when the countries are free’).** He strongly objected to
Zionism’s convenient — and false — equation of emancipation with
assimilation. The Zionists always argued that emancipation would
inevitably result in assimilation because this was the condition — explicit
or implicit — presented by the ‘host societies’, and because as equal and
free citizens (assuming that this was at all attainable) the Jews would lose
their collective identity. Lazare rejected assimilation and regarded
emancipation as a necessary condition, at the level of the individual, for
collective liberation: ‘To them [the Zionists] we must say: Nationalism
and emancipation are in no way contradictory; quite the opposite. One
implies the other, and to my mind the emancipation of the Jews is the
prerequisite for their nationalization.”*® In a negative formulation of the
same argument, Lazare imagines a dialogue in which an East European
Jew says to his West European Jewish interlocutor who offers him
emancipation as the ultimate goal: “What will your emancipation give
me? . . . Out of an unconscious pariah it will make me a conscious pariah.’*
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Emancipation is crucial, in other words, because to some extent it truly
emancipates but at the same time it inculcates the political consciousness of
absence and incompleteness, of what is denied and what ought to be achieved.

However crafted, Lazare’s commitment to Jewish nationalism made
him intellectually and politically engaged with two audiences: the anarchists
on the left and the Zionists on the right. He found himself - instinctively
perhaps — adapting his nationalist concept to the former. As Nelly Wilson
correctly observes, ‘He had drunk deeply at the anarchist cup’, and Zionism
worried him as the ‘nationalisme qui a pour base le sol’.” Lazare did
observe that the Jews were ‘une nation sans territoire’,”® but he did not
complete the theological-colonial myth, for he did not state that they
therefore needed ‘une territoire sans nation’. His divergence from Herzlian
Zionism within the time span of a single congress is remarkably poignant.
As if anticipating the Zionist presupposition that the Passover saying ‘next
year in Jerusalem’ evinced a territorial urge, Lazare conjectured that in
its modern guise that traditional statement meant ‘L’année prochaine nous
serons dans un pays de liberté’ (‘Next year, we’ll be in a free country’).
He continues in a way that, I think, encapsulates the conscious pariah’s
humanist nationalism:

[L]e Juif qui aujourd’hui dira ‘Je suis un nationaliste’ ne dira pas d’'une
facon spéciale, precise et nette ‘je suis un homme qui veut reconstituer
un Etat Juif en Palestine et qui réve de conquérir Jérusalem.’ Il dira:
‘Je veux étre un homme pleinement libre, je veux jouir du soleil, je
veux avoir droit 3 une dignité d’homme. Je veux échapper i I'oppression,
échapper i I'outrage, échapper au mépris qu'on veut faire peser sur
moi.” A certaines heures de I'histoire, le nationalisme est pour des
groupes humains la manifestation de I'esprit de liberté.*

The Jew who today says ‘I am a nationalist’ is not saying precisely and
especially ‘I am a man who wants a Jewish state in Palestine and who
dreams of conquering Jerusalem.” He is saying ‘I want to be a man
who is completely free, who has his place in the sun; I have the right
to be treated as a human being with dignity. I want to escape oppression,
escape outrage, escape the disdain that is heaped upon me.’ At certain
times in history, for certain groups, nationalism represents freedom.

Once such a Jewish nation came into being, where would it exist?
Here Lazare palpably resorted to anarchism. In contrast to Herzl, he wished
to strive for a pluralist society, in which it was perfectly feasible to have
a nation within a nation, even a state within a state. Lazare was reluctant



THE SOVEREIGN SETTLER VERSUS THE CONSCIOUS PARIAH 13

to forsake either his Frenchness or his Jewishness. Moreover, he did not
agree that it was necessary to choose between the two, insisting on the
right of minorities to retain what could be anachronistically called cultural
autonomy.*’ Put differently, Lazare’s Jewish nationalism was a progressive
foundation from which to challenge the nation-state’s assumption of
homogeneity. The particular type of Jewish nationalism put forth by Lazare
had much to do with the social circles in which he was now moving,
and their reaction to fin de siécle anti-Semitism and to the Dreyfus Affair.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed increasing
interest in the Jewish proletariat among left-leaning scholars of social
studies. An important impetus for this was a study published in Paris in
1898 by a Russian Jew, Léonti Soloveitschik, entitled Un prolétariat méconnu:
étude sur la situation sociale et économique des ouvriers juifs (‘An unacknowledged
proletariat: a study on the social and economic situation of Jewish workers’).
This book emerged out of a doctoral dissertation at the University of
Brussels, a notable site of left-leaning social studies. Soloveitschik concluded
from his statistical data that, contrary to the prevailing assumption, the
Jews were not a people of merchants and bankers; rather, there existed
a higher proportion of proletarians among them than in other national
societies. In the same year a group of working-class French Jews organized
themselves as the Groupe des Ouvriers Juifs Socialistes de Paris. They
drafted an open letter, which instantly appeared as a pamphlet, addressed
to the Parti Socialiste Frangais. The letter complained bitterly that French
socialism had not taken a firm stance against anti-Semitism and had not
declared its solidarity with the Jewish working class. The letter tried to
combine a call for universal class fraternity with assertion of revolutionary
and proletarian Jewish nationalism. As Marrus convincingly senses, Lazare’s
hand was evident in that text, as was the anarchist insistence on the right
of minorities to obtain cultural autonomy. This group viewed its mission
as a continuation of the Revolution. From their centre of action in Mont-
martre they issued the working-class Dreyfusard newspaper bearing the
clearly revolutionary title Les Droits de I’Homme. Henri Dhorr, a known
anarchist close to Lazare and contributor to anarchist newspapers like Le
Libertaire and Le Joumnal du Peuple, thus confirmed the simultaneous commit-
ment to the cultural autonomy of the minority nation within the majority
one (‘it is salutary, for the purposes of liberty, that peoples, like individuals,
preserve and develop their autonomy’), and to the universal tradition of
the Revolution: ‘In the same way that anti-Semitism is the most powerful
diversion from the Revolution, so the Revolution is the sole barrier that
one can effectively oppose to anti-Semitism. Jews who are not revolutionaries
are traitors to their own cause.’!
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Dhorr was not the only voice in Lazare’s circle to articulate this
politically potent position. A Jewish socialist teacher recommended that
Jews heed their ‘moi supérieur’ in order to realize that the Jew truly was
‘this immortal pariah’.*? For such Jews, Bernard Lazare among them, in
Marrus’s apt formulation, ‘the essence of Jewishness was not religious
affiliation, was not even an ethnic or cultural identification, but was rather
a social perspective on the society in which the Jew found himself. Because
they were basically alienated from that society, they perceived their Jewish-
ness in terms of their alienation. For these Jews, Jewish nationalism was
thus an overwhelmingly negative phenomenon, a phenomenon of protest
and rebellion rather than one of affirmation.’

I have described how, while writing Antisemitism in the first half of
the 1890s, Lazare underwent a change in his political outlook. Although
this change was doubtless significant, I believe that it was underlain by a
fundamental continuity: the constant tension between the particular and
the universal, the fact that a particularist position is worthy only as part
of a universally human cause. In other words, utopian anarchism and
commitment to the Enlightenment and the Revolution as he understood
them continued to underpin Lazare’s politics throughout his life. His final
rejection of Herzlian Zionism underscores this continuity. In an unpub-
lished note ‘Contre le nationalisme du sol’, written some time after 1902,
Lazare left little room for uncertainty: ‘You want to send us to Zion?
We do not want to go . . . We do not want to go there to vegetate like
a dormant little tribe. Our action and our spirit lie in the wider world;
it is where we want to stay, without abdicating or losing anything.’**

It is not a coincidence that this statement, and the idea that Jewish
nationalism meant to ‘participate in the human enterprise while remaining
oneself’, not only explain the conscious pariah in a nutshell, but also
remind Lowy of the position taken a little later by the most committed
anarchist among the German Jews, Gustav Landauer, in his debate with
his Zionist friends.*

If Léwy provides a pertinent intellectual context within which Lazare
was a French exception to a German phenomenon, a series of three articles
by Aron Rodrigue offers another pertinent intellectual context that is
distinctly French.* This context was the interplay between the universalist
potential and actuality of the Third Republic, and the particularist sense
of Jewishness. Rodrigue presents the experience of bourgeois French
Jewish intellectuals in this context. The group includes Léon Halévy, the
Saint-Simonean scholar who was active in the early decades of the nine-
teenth century, Salomon Reinach (brother of Joseph and Théodore),
Edmond Fleg and André Spire, who cover the fin de siécle and beyond,
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up to the 1930s. The tension between universalism and particularism was
both objective and subjective. Objectively, the Third Republic allowed
these intellectuals to benefit from the advantages of their French nationality
without having to deny their Jewishness, even if there was an anti-Semitic
eruption around the Dreyfus Affair and integral nationalism was gaining
momentum in France. Subjectively, they understood their world in a
corresponding manner.

Without being overwhelmed by the benefit of hindsight, Rodrigue
shows how the Franco-Jewish political orientation that would mature
in the Third Republic can be seen to have been anticipated in the
historical scholarship of Léon Halévy in the 1820s. He also shows what
was distinctly French in that orientation, similarities with the Germanic
world notwithstanding:

Yet one significant difference remains. For French Jewish historians
from Halévy onward, the transparence between the ideals of the French
Revolution and those of ‘civilization’ remained total. Whereas in
Germany the messianic utopia of universal fraternity was yet to come,
this had already begun to take shape in France. The universalism of the
French Revolution was in the process of crystallizing, especially with
the final victory of republicanism and the creation of the Third R epublic.
Franco-Jewish historiography was perfectly at home in the latter. The
continuing problematic nature of Jewish emancipation in Germany, on
the other hand, was not propitious for a lasting Jewish historiography
based on the telos of political emancipation.*

The work and career of Salomon R einach, who flourished from around
1880 onwards, embody the full maturation of the process anticipated
by Halévy. His oeuvre on Judaism was central to the formulation of what
Rodrigue calls ‘the dominant ideology of Franco-Judaism’. It was ‘a
particular discourse that saw a symbiosis between it [Judaism] and the
post-1789 France of the modern period . . . The identity between the
principles of 1789 and of purified Judaism shorn of the superstitions
that it had acquired during the centuries of oppression meant that Jews
could now partake as full-fledged citizens in the onward path of
civilization.’” This discourse was accompanied by a more objective
institutional reality. Comparatively speaking, the Third Republic enabled
upper-class Jews to develop careers in both academia and state service
earlier than other European states, without requiring them to forsake
Jewish affiliations.*® In this sense the observation that assimilation and even
more so emancipation had failed in fin de siécle France was understandable
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— given the anti-Semitic eruption in the 1890s — but premature when
it came from Lazare and his contemporaries. It is overstated and politically
tendentious when penned by Zionist scholars and propagandists. I believe
that Rodrigue is correct when he states: ‘Given the creation of a Jewish
sense of self that was predicated on its transparence with the universalism
of the Republic, it was understandable that the leaders of French Jewry
did not become involved with the process of revision during the Dreyfus
Affair in the name of a particularist collectivity as Jews, but as French
citizens.’*®

The convergence of a subjective discourse and an objective institutional
reality also yielded a distinct kind of scholarly discourse on Jews. This
is important because it underscores the difference between the French
and German contexts. R odrigue observes that the scholarly view currently
prevailing is that the studies by these French Jewish scholars were so
dominated by the more original scholarship emanating from the German
Wissenschaft des Judentum (the nineteenth-century field of Jewish
Studies, which aspired to adhere to strictly scientific methods and
concerns, and tried to sustain the position that Judaism was compatible
with modernity and Jews could be fully integrated into German society)
that their work was fundamentally derivative. ‘However, in a social,
political, cultural, and institutional context that differed substantially
from Germany, the influence of German ideas and methods led to very
different formulations and conclusions, most notably in the foregrounding
of universalism as a guiding principle, stressing the comparative and the
global.’®®

The most recent of the authors mentioned here, Spire and Fleg (both
more clearly littérateurs than scholars, who wrote well into the 1920s), are
interesting because they manifest a development within Third Republic
France itself, the emergence of the twofold allure of Maurice Barrés’s integral
nationalism and Zionist nationalism, which presupposed the existence of an
organic Jewish nation. The positions articulated by both these writers
contained a thread of continuity with what had come before, but they
departed from the nineteenth century’s prevailing philosophy in two impor-
tant ways. First, unlike their predecessors, they adopted a standpoint in
which particularist Judaism and universal republicanism were increasingly
not inseparable constituents of a coherent whole, but two poles between
which there was constant oscillation. Second, the commitment to Zionism
— at least in Spire’s case — was much stronger. This change can be illustrated
through the friendship of Fleg, from the late 1890s onwards, with Lucien
Moreau, who would become a leading ideologue of the far-right counter-
revolutionary Action Frangaise movement. In 1898 Fleg, responding to
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Moreau’s newly found resolve ‘to live a social existence’ and ‘to acquire
convictions’, wrote to his friend: ‘I have felt the need to connect myself
to an exciting whole, to a past, to a tradition, to something that is me
and more than me, to toil at work begun by others and which will be
continued by others . . . The past that I have discovered, sleeping really
in the very depth of my being, is the past of my race.” Moreau not only
approved but did so in a formulation that evinces the common underlying
political or cultural grammar: ‘I too am becoming particularist [Moi aussi
je me particulariste].”

Spire manifested a comparable state of mind. His conversion to Jewish
nationalism took an irrevocable turn through his encounter in 1902 with
the Jewish working class in London’s East End. Bernard Lazare’s encounter
with similar East European working-class Jews in Paris was crucial to his
anarchist—revolutionary type of Jewish nationalism. The contrast with Spire
could not have been starker. Spire found in the East End Jews a primordial
authenticity, in a way that is somewhat reminiscent of the impact upon
Gershom Scholem of his encounter with East European Jews in Berlin
and even more reminiscent of the literary encounter with Mordecai of
Daniel Deronda — also in the same East End — in George Eliot’s eponymous
novel. It is not entirely coincidental, I think, that all three encounters are
Zionist ones. Here is the gist of Spire’s articulation of his nationalist
epiphany in Whitechapel, which is also uncannily anticipatory of American
identity politics: ‘For, to grasp the real Jew, it is not enough not to hate
the Jews, nor to have met a few Jews in the well-polished garb of the
Christian. One has to live among poor Jews, one has to eat with them
the kugel of Saturday and the matsa of Passover. One has to like fried fish,
gefilte fish, and kosher meat.’s

Rodrigue is perceptively cognizant of the fact that, although such figures
as Fleg and Spire admired Lazare as an iconic Dreyfusard and even as an
israélite who rediscovered his Jewish selfhood, they were not really familiar
with his writings. I think that, although Lazare was part of the world that
emerges from Rodrigue’s essays, his position was unique within that
context. He would certainly have found the particularist sojourns of Fleg
and Spire objectionable and excessive. But his position was also significantly
different from the Franco-Judaism of, for instance, Salomon Reinach.
What made the difference was, again, the fact that Lazare’s most stable
and foundational commitment was above all to anarchism. Without taking
into consideration the fact that for him Jewish nationalism was important
because of its potentially pivotal role in an anarcho-revolutionary vision,
Lazare’s politics cannot be truly understood.

Political rivalry has strange manifestations, one such being the touching
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obituary of Lazare which Drumont wrote in 1903 in La Libre Parole:
‘Nous ne pouvons que souhaiter une chose, c’est que les chrétiens se
fassent de la grandeur et des devoirs du nom de chrétien I'idée que Bernard
Lazare se faisait de la grandeur et des devoirs du nom de Juif (‘We can
only hope for one thing: that Christians attribute the same importance to
the nobility and inherent obligations of the Christian that Lazare attributed
to the nobility and inherent obligations of the Jew’).5

This then was the Bernard Lazare who gave Arendt inspiration for her
politics and scholarship, and whom she included in her famous pariah
essay as one of four types, together with Heinrich Heine, Charlie Chaplin
(who was not Jewish) and Franz Kafka.>* Lazare’s appeal to Arendt was
chiefly political. In her genealogy of the modern pariah he ‘translated’
the predicament that Heine had expressed culturally ‘into terms of political
significance’.% Like Lazare, Arendt also identified the crucial importance,
and at the same time insufficiency, of emancipation as the process that
transforms the pariah into a rebelliously conscious pariah. ‘As soon as the
pariah enters the arena of politics, and translates his status into political
terms’, she observed, ‘he becomes perforce a rebel. Lazare’s idea was,
therefore, that the Jew should come out openly as the representative of
the pariah, “since it is the duty of every human being to resist oppression™.”
She also agreed wholeheartedly with his position that the conscious pariah’s
politics ought to include an uncompromising struggle against the Jewish
parvenu.’’ With the benefit of hindsight, one senses in Arendt’s sympathy
for Lazare’s vitriolic castigation of the Jewish plutocracy the immanence
of her own vehement criticism of the Judenrat that would erupt in Eichmann
in_Jerusalem two decades later.

Genealogy of the Conscious Pariah (II)
‘If Hannah Arendt had not existed’, wrote Emest Gellner, ‘it would most
certainly be necessary to invent her. Her life is a parable, not just of our
age, but of several centuries of European thought and experience. Providence,
however, in its wisdom has decided that Hannah Arendt should actually
exist, so there is no need to invent her for the sake of the parable.’s® As
mentioned, the chronology of my research — gaining insight into the late
nineteenth-century bifurcation via Arendt’s work from the 1930s on —
creates a certain tension vis-i-vis the chronology of the historical expe-
rience. The significance of Arendt for the present discussion is contained
in a helpful metaphor offered by Walter Benjamin, in a passage that Arendt
cited in her introduction to Illuminations. Benjamin wrote: ‘One may liken
him [the critic] to a palaeographer in front of a parchment whose faded
text is covered by the stronger outlines of a script referring to that text.
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Just as the palacographer would have to start with reading the script, the
critic must start with commenting on his text.”® For me, the metaphor’s
palacographer, Arendt’s work is ‘the stronger outline of a script’, and
without deciphering it, I feel that ‘the faded text’, that is, Bernard Lazare
in particular and the politics of the conscious pariah in general, will remain
incomplete.

The modern European use of what had originally been the term for
the largest lower caste in southern India — pariah — came about in the
nineteenth century, even though early knowledge of the term by English
travellers dates from the early part of the seventeenth century.® In Germany
especially it gained currency as an analytical category in the discourse on
the Jewish Question. An allegorical use of this category was made as early
as 1823. Michael Beer, a young German Jewish playwright and poet,
wrote a play called Der Pariah, which was staged for the first time at the
Royal Theatre in Berlin in December of that year. The play’s protagonist
was a Hindu named Gadhi, whom his upper-caste oppressors made a
pariah. Among the many privileges denied to pariahs was the right to
fight and die for the fatherland (we shall later see the importance for Herzl
of the right to die heroically). At the very end of the nineteenth century
the use of the pariah concept was enhanced in reference to Jews in France
and Germany in the wake of the Dreyfus Affair, not least by such figures
as Herzl and Lazare.®

Two significant scholarly contributions, by Max Weber and Hannah
Arendt, were added in the first half of the twentieth century. Arnaldo
Momigliano (1908-87, a towering scholar of ancient history and historical
writing) notes that Weber was the first to introduce the term ‘pariah’
to the scientific study of Judaism, that Herzl and Lazare had already
applied the term to modem Jews, and that ‘{m]ore recently, Hannah
Arendt has given wider circulation to this word in America’. Momigliano
adds: ‘Though she used it in her own sense, she specifically borrowed
it from Max Weber.’¢? Efraim Shmueli, a Hebrew University historian,
seems to be critical of the fact that ‘H. Arendt uses very lavishly, perhaps
as no other writer in our generation, the term pariah in relation to
Jews’.®® There is no reason to question Momigliano’s observation, since
Arendt was of course familiar with Weber’s work in general and on
Judaism in particular (something she acknowledged in her pariah essay),*
and she also studied at Heidelberg with one of Weber’s closest friends,
Karl Jaspers. But perhaps one ought to be more cautious about
Momigliano’s phrase ‘specifically borrowed’. Weber’s importance
notwithstanding, I think that the concept of pariah Arendt developed
and deployed was more significantly influenced, as I shall show, by her
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study of the early nineteenth-century German Jewish writer Rahel
Vambhagen and by her reading of Bernard Lazare.

Weber’s application of the term ‘pariah’ to explain the collective history
and essence of the Jews, and the debates and objections to which it gave
rise, a quite well known. The texts that contain Weber’s pronouncements
on this issue are Andent Judaism (1917-19) and certain sections on religion
in Economics and Society, written between 1911 and 1913.% In the former
text he explained that ‘sociologically speaking the Jews were a pariah
people, which means, as we know from India, that they were a guest
people [Gastwolk] who were ritually separated, formally or de facto, from
their surroundings’. In the latter work Weber leaves aside the notion of
‘guest people’ that stresses the Jews’ conscious choice to be segregated
pariahs, and says: ‘In our usage, “pariah people” denotes a distinctive
hereditary social group lacking autonomous political organization and
characterized by prohibitions against commensality and intermarriage
originally founded upon magical, tabooistic, and ritual injunctions. Two
additional traits of a pariah people are political and social disprivilege and
a far-reaching distinctiveness in economic functioning.’®

The mindset within which Weber wrote these passages was that of
a nineteenth-century liberal German nationalist thinking about the Jewish
Question. He concerned himself with the emancipation of the Jews and
their possible integration into German society as individuals, as well as
the difference between Protestant and Jewish capitalisms.®’ What should
be evident is that, first, Weber was thinking about the pariah people as
an objective category that faithfully described the position of the Jews
in European societies (even if they chose to be a pariah people, as he
stated in Ancient Judaism); and, second, that he did not see the term
pariah as explaining a political stance adopted by certain Jews towards
the modern world. That is why I think that, beyond becoming cognizant
of the possible use of the Indian term ‘pariah’ to shed light on the Jews
in modern Europe, Arendt did not ‘borrow’ all that much from Weber.
Monmigliano himself comments: ‘For Arendt, the pariah is one Jewish
type . . . to be opposed (and preferred) to another Jewish type, the
parvenu . . . Weber had something else in mind.’¢®

I contend that Hannah Arendt was inspired to make the pariah a pivotal
category by her reading of Bernard Lazare and her study of Rahel Varnhagen.
She was taken by this noton because it offered her such an obvious
description of herself: a secular, modern, non-conformist German Jewish
woman in the middle decades of the twentieth century. Simply put,
Arendt had become a pariah by inclination and preference. R e-establishing
contact after the Second World War she wrote to Karl Jaspers from New
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York: ‘As you see, I haven’t become respectable in any way. I'm more
than ever of the opinion that a decent human existence is possible today
only on the fringes of society, where one then runs the risks of starving
or being stoned to death. In these circumstances, a sense of humour is
of great help.’®

Let us now bridge between Arendt’s description of herself in New
York in 1946, and a major inspiration for that description — the life of
Rahel Varnhagen as Arendt understood it. Born in Berlin in 1771, Rahel
Levin was the first child of a wealthy Orthodox Jewish diamond merchant.
She belonged to the first generation of German Jews for whom eman-
cipation and assimilation — with all the problems and contradictions
entailed therein — had become options, as had the acquisition of German
national culture. She is considered a key figure in a special period of
openness and interaction in Berlin’s cultural history, roughly from the
final decade of the eighteenth century until Napoleon’s invasion of the
city in 1806. Her famous salon in the attic on Jigerstrasse, which was
active for a decade and a half from 1790, is considered a very important
site for the history of German romanticism and for the birth of the
Goethe cult.”® Many of Berlin’s intellectuals attended Rahel’s salon:
Alexander and Wilhelm von Humboldt, Friedrich Schlegel, Friedrich
Genz, Schleiermacher, Prince Louis Ferdinand of Prussia and his mistress,
Pauline Wiesel, Brentano, and more. Rahel had several love affairs with
European diplomats and upper-class Prussians. In 1814, after a few years
of acquaintance, Rahel was baptized (as Antonie Friederike) and married
Karl August von Varnhagen Ense, a Prussian civil servant. After von
Varnhagen had held several positions in various cities, the couple settled
in Berlin in 1819, where Rahel made the acquaintance of the young
Heinrich Heine, who became one of her closest friends until her death
in 1833. The Varnhagens hosted a salon in Berlin from 1821 to 1832,
which seems to have been less intense and adventurous than the one
in Rahel’s Jigerstrasse attic and whose attendants included Bettina von
Amim, Heine, Hegel and Ranke.”

Arendt was first introduced to Rahel’s life and work in the mid 1920s
by her good friend Anne Mendelssohn. Mendelssohn purchased most
of the Varnhagens’ published correspondence for sixpence from a book
dealer who had gone bankrupt during the hyperinflation, and later gave
it to her friend Hannah. It is not coincidental that Arendt dedicated the
book ‘To Anne’. Initially Arendt showed little enthusiasm for Rahel,
but her attitude was to change completely in the late 1920s, when she
developed a keen interest in romanticism. This sprang from her studies
in Heidelberg with a notable member of the Stefan George circle, the
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critic and poet Friedrich Gundolf, and from her social and intellectual
involvement with a group of students (Benno von Wiese in particular)
who were immersed in Romantic literature. Also, unlike Arendt’s previous
school in Marburg, Heidelberg had something pertinent in common with
Rahel’s Berlin: its own version of a salon tradition. It centred on Marianne
and Max Weber, Gertrud and Karl Jaspers, Gertrud and Georg Simmel,
and their students.”> There, in 1926, Arendt met Kurt Blumenfeld, who
came as a guest speaker. Blumenfeld was one of the most effective speakers
for German Zionism, whose close friendship would become consequential
in all sorts of ways, not least to her writing and politics. It was Blumenfeld
who brought to Arendt’s attention Bernard Lazare and the distinction
between two modern Jewish types, the parvenu and the pariah.”

Although Rahel Vambhagen is not as well known as other works by Arendt,
it has attracted increasing attention in the past decade.”* Commentators on
Rahel Vamhagen have faced a certain tension that inheres in that work.”
On the one hand, it can be justifiably surmised that Arendt meant to
write a perfect reconstruction of Rahel’s life and world, a reconstruction
that would be strictly confined to what Rahel could have known and
thought. On the other hand, the impact of Arendt’s world on Rahel
Vambhagen is palpable and highly significant. Is this work then an unsuccessful
project of perfect contextual reconstruction because of the intrusion into
it of the author’s world? Completing the genealogy of the conscious
pariah, I would like to bring together the differing attempts to understand
Rahel Vamhagen by emphasizing three related factors. The first is chrono-
logical: there were considerable gaps between the writing of different parts
of Rahel Vamhagen. The second is the impact on the book of Arendt’s
interaction with Walter Benjamin. The third is the book’s form.

Critics have tended to overlook the significance of the fact that Arendt
wrote different parts of Rahel Vamhagen in three separate instalments. By
1930, her mind was set on writing a study focused on Rahel rather than
on German romanticism more widely. She did most of the research at
the Prussian State Library in Berlin, in the company of Blumenfeld and
his Zionist circle. This research took her far beyond Rahel’s published
correspondence, which had been selected and edited by Vamhagen
himself, whom Arendt — through textual acquaintance —loathed and
despised. The first portion of Arendt’s book — the bulk of it, eleven
chapters — was written by 1933, before her escape from Berlin to Paris.”®
But the crucial final chapters, entitled ‘Between Pariah and Parvenu
(1815-1819)’ and ‘One Does Not Escape Jewishness (1820—-1833)’, were
written in Paris in the summer of 1938, something revealed retrospectively
in a letter to Jaspers. He read the whole manuscript for the first time in
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1952 (it was first published in 1957), and asked Arendt why the final
two chapters had a different register from the rest of the book. She
replied on 7 September 1952:

I wrote the end of the book very irritably in the summer of 1938,
because [Heinrich] Bliicher and [Walter] Benjamin would not leave me
in peace untl I did. It is written throughout in terms of the Zionist
critique of assimilation which I accepted then and which I have not
until this day modified very much . . . I had been as a young woman
truly naive; I found the so-called ‘Jewish Question’ quite boring. Kurt
Blumenfeld opened my eyes to the matter.”

It should be stressed that Arendt’s statement on Zionism’s viable rejection
of assimilation is where her acceptance of an important Zionist tenet
began and ended; otherwise, as is well known, her objection to Herzl’s
and Ben-Gurion’s Zionism was prophetically expressed in the 1940s and
grew exponentially thereafter.’”® The third instalment of the book, its
preface, was written in New York in the summer of 1956, with the Shoah
standing between it and the book proper.”

The possible parallels between Rahel Varnhagen and Hannah Arendt have
already been pointed out by Arendt’s perceptive biographer, Elisabeth Young-
Bruehl, and Seyla Benhabib, who, though a bit apprehensive about
Young-Bruehl’s over-emphasis on these parallels, calls her own essay ‘“The
Pariah and Her Shadow’.®® Most recenty this tension-ridden closeness has
been interestingly commented on by Liliane Weissberg and Heidi Tewarson.®!
The affinity Arendt felt towards her subject was indeed special. Her
oft-cited statement in the book’s preface — ‘What interested me solely
was to narrate the story of Rahel’s life as she herself might have told it’®
— is striking, as is Arendt’s intimating to Heinrich Bliicher (her second
husband) in 1936, that Rahel was ‘my closest friend, though she has been
dead for some one hundred years’.?* Certain scholars have understood the
statement in the preface and the book in general as conveying an intention
to write a perfect contextual reconstruction of Rahel’s life and her world.
Thus Ulrike Weckel remarks: ‘There is a certain tension between Arendt’s
interpretation [of Rahel Varnhagen] from the perspective of the end of
German Jewry and her approach as a biographer who claimed that she
did not want to know any more than her protagonist had. This also led
the Jewish Germanist Kite Hamburger to reject the characterization of
Rahel’s life as one “between a pariah and a parvenu” as a projection on
Arendt’s part.’®

The problem with Weckel’s remark is that it assumes Rahel Vamhagen
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to have been a project of perfect reconstruction that got out of hand
because the author’s world overwhelmed that of her protagonist. The
statement in the preface to Rahel Vamhagen cannot be taken as a straight-
forward indication of intention because it was written in 1956, long
after the book proper had been completed. Moreover, there is a clear
indication to the contrary — that, even from the later perspective of the
1950s, Arendt did not regard Rahel Vamhagen as an exercise in perfect
contextual reconstruction. Initially rejecting the manuscript, Arendt’s
publisher Klaus Piper said that it was not a biography since there was
no narrative reconstruction of Rahel’s contextual world. He later
requested that Arendt compress ‘the purely epistemological sections’ and
add a much-needed clarifying narrative. Arendt refused, saying that what
she had written was a ‘curious book’ and she did not wish to render it
‘less curious’. This does not sound like an intention to produce a perfect
reconstruction, for Piper’s suggestion that she try and create one is flatly
rejected.®> Rahel Vamhagen’s importance for Arendt and its constant
existence in her life from the 1920s to 1974, when the American edition
appeared, make it, I think, her Bildungsroman. The pre-Rahel Vamhagen
Arendt was indifferent to politics in general and to the Jewish Question
in particular. An immensely gifted young woman carving for herself a
niche in the temple of German philosophy, she was, as she herself would
presumably say, a parvenu. By the time of the book’s completion in
1938, Arendt had become a rebellious pariah: politically conscious and
active, she vehemently rejected assimilation in and of itself and as a
condition for emancipation, and she insisted that, because her humanity,
dignity and citizenship were threatened as a Jew, she would fight to
thwart the threat as a Jew, not just as a universal individual.

Although the whole book may be understood as Rahel’s oscillation
between the parvenu and pariah (I use ‘oscillation’ advisedly, for Arendt
did not deem the passage from parvenu to pariah irrevocable), there appear
explicit definitions and bold formulations particularly in the last two
chapters.® A salient example is Arendt’s definition of the parvenu through
a vicious quote from Wilhelm von Humboldt’s correspondence with his
wife Caroline: ‘I hear . . . that Vamhagen has now married the little Levy
woman. So now at last she can become an Excellency and Ambassador’s
wife. There is nothing the Jews cannot achieve.” Arendt then continues:
‘Here, as elsewhere, Wilhelm von Humboldt was the best, keenest and
most malicious gossip of his age. He hit the nail on the head — even
though he did put the matter more crudely and more spitefully than was
absolutely necessary. Nineteenth-century Jews, if they wanted to play a
part in society, had no choice but to become parvenus par excellence,
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and certainly in those decades of reaction they were the choicest examples
of parvenus.’” The way Arendt describes Rahel’s passage from parvenu
to pariah (and the liminal pauses between parvenu and pariah) through
her relationship with Pauline Wiesel is — even though many scholars
would beg to differ — a most compellingly feminist pronouncement.

Pauline Wiesel was the former mistress of Prince Louis Ferdinand of
Prussia and regularly attended Rahel’s Jigerstrasse salon. Rahel sought to
find Pauline and regain her company in the mid 1810s, precisely when
her desire to become a parvenu had been satisfied; precisely at the moment
of satisfaction of achieving full parvenu status she began to contemplate
the price of passage from pariah to parvenu (which is why I insist on
‘oscillation’ and ‘liminal pauses’); precisely at that point she ordered
Varnhagen to find Pauline — ‘the most compromised of the friends of her
youth’®® — in Paris. He objected, to no avail. He could not understand
why Pauline’s attempt to seduce him, in order to ‘taste Rahel’s husband
— like iced punch’, not only did not incense his wife, but ‘was proof of
the liveliest interest in Rahel’s own fate’.%’ In the heyday of Rahel’s
salon there was tension between Pauline and Rahel because both were
occasionally courted by — and in turn tried to woo — the same men. The
wretched Varnhagen could not comprehend, according to Arendt, why
Rahel wanted him to find Pauline in the first place, and even less why
she delighted in Pauline’s seductive gestures. In fact, only Arendt, Rahel
and Pauline seem truly to understand. Rahel’s attaining at long last a full
parvenu status, her rejection of it and passage to becoming a pariah, and
her search for, and pariah partnership with, Pauline Wiesel, which lasted
until her death, are all presented in a manner in which narrative coherence
is disregarded, indeed seems not to matter.* From that point on definitions
and formulations of the pariah abound, but none of them are comprehensive
and most are simply quotations of Rahel’s statements (notably: ‘But I am
a rebel after all!”®'). Perhaps the most powerful is Arendt’s statement just
before ending the book: ‘Rahel had remained a Jew and pariah. Only
because she clung to both conditions did she find a place in the history
of European humanity.’®

As mentioned above, the final two chapters of Rahel Vamhagen were
completed by the summer of 1938 in Paris, in close interaction with
Walter Benjamin.”® What has gone almost unnoticed is that, in addition
to Arendt’s relating the process of writing the book to Jaspers more than
a decade after its completion, there is an intrinsic clue for this interaction:
the book’s form. In an early and perceptive review of the book, the British
novelist Sybille Bedford noted the following points about its form: the
overwhelming collection of quotations of Rahel’s voice used by Arendt,
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the difficulty of pinning down the book’s context, and its ‘relentlessly
abstract’ nature, which she nonetheless found appealing. ‘Miss Arendt is
content to adumbrate and amplify [Rahel’s verbalized experiences)’,
Bedford comments. ‘Reflection caps reflection, comment encompasses
comment, and event precedes event; rare factual bones lie muffled in
paragraphs of words like coins inside a ball of knitting-wool.”** Young-
Bruehl is appreciative of Bedford’s early review. She further identifies
Benjamin’s presence in Rahel Vamhagen and cites a telling observation
Arendt made in her 1968 essay on Benjamin: ‘The main work [Benjamin’s]
consisted of tearing fragments out of their context and arranging them
afresh in such a way that they illustrated one another and were able to
prove their raison d’étre in a free floating state, as it were.’” Liliane Weissberg
similarly notes that Rahel Vamhagen was planned as ‘a montage of quotations
that would attempt to capture Rahel’s voice’, and points to Benjamin as
the source of inspiration.*

There is, 1 think, no satisfactory explanation for the presence of
Benjamin in Rahel Vamhagen’s concluding chapters. The period of
Arendt’s interaction with Benjamin in Paris was the same period that
engendered the ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, the manuscript
Benjamin bequeathed to Arendt just before he left Paris for the final
time. This text is one of the most compelling objections not only to
the idea of progress, but also to positivism’s desire to reconstruct the
past perfectly and comprehensively. 1 mention the ‘Theses’ cautiously
but with certain confidence, following a recent, Talmudic, study of that
magnificent text by Michael Léwy. He emphasizes the fact that, strictly
speaking, the ‘Theses’ was prompted by the Molotov—Ribbentrop Pact,
that is, after the summer of 1938 during which Arendt wrote the final
chapters of Rahel Vamhagen; hence the caution. But Lowy also recon-
structs the intellectual and political development of Benjamin that could
lead to a text like the ‘Theses’, and mentions the role in this development
played by Bliicher, Arendt’s husband.®’

In her introduction to Benjamin’s Illuminations Arendt explores how
his obsession with collecting — first books and then quotations — unfolded,
and how the ‘montage of quotations’ became the form of his writing and
the expression of his politics. ‘This discovery of the modern function of
quotations, according to Benjamin . . . was born . . . out of the despair
of the present and the desire to destroy it; hence their power is “not the
strength to preserve but to cleanse, to tear out of context, to destroy”.’
The realization, Arendt continues, was that the power of the quotations
to destroy was (and she cites Benjamin) ‘the only one which still contains
the hope that something from this period will survive — for no other
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reason than it was tom out of it’. She concludes that, in this form of
‘thought fragments’ (Benjamin’s term, but so apt to describe Rahel Vamhagen),
‘quotations have the double task of interrupting the flow of presentation
with “transcendent force” and at the same time of concentrating within
themselves that which is presented’.”®

The subversive power of collecting in general, and of collecting quotations
in particular, is anchored in the present, which preserves the ‘pearls and
corals’ lifted from the past by unavoidably ‘doing violence to their
context’.” When Weckel censures the excessive presence of Arendt’s
perspective (the end of German Jewry), and when Hamburger rejects as
projection on Arendt’s part the characterization of Rahel’s life as one
between a pariah and a parvenu,'® they unwittingly lend support to my
point that the effect of the ‘montage of quotations’, especially profuse in
the concluding chapters, is essentially Benjaminian. Without necessarily
denying Rahel voice or agency, it tears her life out of its context and
preserves it in the present as the timeless — timeless, that is, within the
confines of modernity — passage from the parvenu to the pariah. This
decontextualization is politically consequential. It not only preserves a
remnant of German and European Jewry, it is what gives the pariah as a
political type the Benjaminian ‘transcendent force’, the universal relevance
to the present, even though Rahel emerged from a particular past. What
Arendt wished to lift from the past and deploy in the present, I propose,
was the conscious pariah as a position that is inherently Jewish and
universal. Her project was historical in the sense that she did not understand
Jewishness as essence, and that for her the conscious pariah was implicitly
a meaningful category only within the confines of European modernity.
It was not historical in the conventional sense of contextual reconstruction,
because that was neither what Arendt did nor what she had intended to
do. Discussing with Piper the title of the German edition (a fascinating
affair in its own right), Arendt mischievously suggested a variation on a
passage from Rahel’s letter to Heinrich Heine: ‘ “Rahel Varnhagen. The
Melody of an Insulted Heart. Whistled after Her Tune with Variations
by Hannah Arendt.” Because this is precisely what I have done.’!"!

It is fitting to conclude the discussion on ‘Arendt’s Rahel’ by creating
a textual link between the first and second parts of the genealogy of the
conscious pariah. The mantle of the conscious pariah was transferred from
Rahel Varnhagen to Bernard Lazare via Heine (the transference from
Heine to Lazare was of course ‘established’ by Arendt, in her famous essay
on the pariah’s hidden tradition). Along with Pauline Wiesel, Heine was
the closest person to Rahel during her last years. They had first met in
1821 when she was fifty and he was twenty-three.'”> He promised to be
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‘enthusiastic for the cause of the Jews and their attainment of equality
before the law. In bad times, which are inevitable, the Germanic rabble
will hear my voice ring resoundingly in German beer halls and palaces.”®
With this, Arendt says, Rahel could die reassured that she had left an heir
to whom she could entrust ‘the history of a bankruptcy and a rebellious
spirit’. Arendt brings Rahel Vamhagen to a closure with a quotation of
Rahel, where she almost literally bequeathed ‘pariahdom’ to Heine from
her deathbed:

No philanthropic list, no cheers, no bourgeois star, nothing, nothing
could ever placate me . . . You will say this gloriously, elegiacally,
fantastically, incisively, extremely jestingly, always musically, provokingly,
often charmingly; you will say it all very soon. But as you do, the text
from my old, offended heart will still have to remain yours.!™

The Sovereign Settler'®

The point is that whether Negro, Jew or colonized, one must resemble
the white man, the non-Jew, the colonizer.
(Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized [1957] 1965, p. 122)

Although we shall shortly approach Herzl directly, I would like to start
with Benny Morris, because of the light he sheds on what is called liberal
or humanist Zionism, of which he is a product. Clinging to Herzl and
portraying his vision as liberal or humanist is a practice most favoured by
that socio-political orbit.

There is something irresistible about the brutal candour of Benny Morris.
For two decades he has been a notable historian of the Arab—Israeli conflict.
He meticulously and thoroughly documented the ethnic cleansing that
was an integral part of the birth of the state of Israel in the 1948 war as
well as other episodes in that conflict’s history. The 2000 Camp David
fiasco caused Morris to shed any lingering inhibitions: he pronounced
that the ethnic cleansing of 1948 should be completed, and that Israel is
the West’s crusading outpost in its clash of civilizations with Islam. This
combination of scholarly integrity and authority on the one hand, and
on the other an unmasked social Darwinism that would have made Max
Nordau blush, prompted the editors of the New Left Review to publish
verbatim a striking interview Morris gave to Haaretz on 8 January 2004
entitled (aptly in both languages) ‘Survival of the Fittest’ in the English
edition and ‘Awaiting the Barbarians’ in the Hebrew original. The New
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Left Review's introduction justifiably states that the interview is ‘a docu-
ment of unusual significance in the modern history of Zionism — and
reproduced here for that reason. To his shocked interlocutor, Morris
lays out two unpalatable truths: that the Zionist project could only be
realized by deliberate ethnic cleansing; and that, once it was embarked
upon, the only reasons for stopping short of the complete elimination
of the Arab population from Palestine were purely temporary and tactical
ones.’1%

More recently Morris reviewed the eminent Zionist historian Anita
Shapira’s hefty biography of Yigal Allon, the least known of the trio
(Dayan, Rabin and Allon) who were the incarnations of Paul Newman’s
‘New Jew’ in the Hollywood film Exodus. In the review Morris also
mentions Shapira’s Land and Power: The Zionist Resort to Force, 1881—1948,
which had been published in English the previous year. A highly significant
addition to Zionist Israeli ideology, the argument of Land and Power is
conveyed by the Hebrew title, The Dove’s Sword, which was suggested
to Shapira by Amos Oz. It gives scholarly credence to the position of the
so-called Israeli peace camp, which was that Zionism had begun as a
movement averse to the use of force and to war, and that only the realities
of Palestine and the Middle East coupled with increasing anti-Semitism
in Europe reluctantly forced it to resort to the use of violence, a ‘defensive
ethos’ that gradually became an ‘offensive ethos’. In her familiar moralistic
tone Golda Meir took up this position in her observation: “We can forgive
the Arabs for killing our children. We cannot forgive them for forcing
us to kill their children. We will only have peace with the Arabs when
they love their children more than they hate us.’ Enter Morris:

This is Shapira’s thesis. I myself am not so certain that it is valid, though
it shouldn’t be dismissed completely. In my estimate, if Herzl had had
at his disposal five divisions of Marines, he would not have hesitated
for a moment to send them to Palestine and conquer it from the Turks,
instantly, without procrastination and idle talk. He, and those who
followed him in the leadership of the Zionist movement, resorted to
convincing and diplomacy mainly because they did not have the [military]
power to conquer the country — and in any event in the Mandatory
period the British supplied the military umbrella under whose protection
the Zionist enterprise grew into a state.'?’

Until recently many Zionists who call themselves ‘moderates’, ‘centrists’
or ‘leftists’ considered Herzl’s founding Zionism (adopted successively by
Weizmann, Ben-Gurion, Rabin) to be the real Zionism. In this view,
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Zionism refers to a progressively liberal or moderately social democrat
national liberation movement, which sought a national home for the Jews
with the peaceful consent of its neighbours, and which still holds the key
for peace and for the perfectly feasible existence of a state that is simul-
taneously Jewish and democratic. All other formulations are deviations
from, and corruptions of, that true Zionism.'® It is true that there are
varieties of Zionism whose differences should not be ignored. I believe,
however, that the goal of founding an exclusively Jewish state in Palestine
by European Jews is a more or less continuous concept and praxis from
Herzl’s foundational Zionism, through the settlement movement in the
Occupied Territories, to Sharon’s wall, regardless of the varieties and as
Arendt had already understood, with astonishing prophetic accuracy, in
‘Zionism Reconsidered’ of October 1944. From the perspective of
Zionism’s indigenous victims, who have been dispossessed and cleansed
by all Zionist varieties, this continuity outweighs the differences. I further
concur with Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin that Israeli Zionism is a theological-
colonial nationalism regardless of whether a certain shade or variety within
it is outwardly religious or secular.!®

The bifurcation with which this chapter began, between the sovereign
settler and the conscious pariah, has thus far followed the latter’s path.
I would now like to focus on the sovereign settler and thereby follow
the bifurcation’s other path. I do so through a literary commentary on
two Herzl texts: the play Das neuwe Ghetto and the utopian novel
Altneuland (first published in 1902). I will propose that they contain
the two underlying elements that comprised Herzl’s political and literary
imagination: his acceptance of modern anti-Semitism’s framing of the
Judenfrage (the Jewish Question) and his wholehearted embrace of
utopian colonialism.

Masculinity and anti-Semitism

In his famous study of fin de siécde Vienna, Carl Schorske situates Herzl’s
Zionism in its precise context: the ‘Politics in a New Key’, an anti-
rational, anti-Semitic, anti-liberal and direct appeal to the masses. Schorske
not only comes up with this apt term, ‘Politics in a New Key’, he also
identifies ‘An Austrian Trio’ that devised it: Georg von Schoénerer
(1842-1921), ‘the militant knight-redeemer of the German Volk’; Karl
Lueger (1844-1910), founder of the Christian Socials and the first anti-
Semitic mayor of Vienna; and Theodor Herzl.'"" On two occasions
Schorske brings this trio together in a way that conveys this context with
special clarity and succinctness:
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Several features of Herzl’s attitude as he approached his moment of
conversion [to Zionism in the mid 1890s] betray his deep kinship
with Schonerer and Lueger: his rejection of rational politics, and his
commitment to a noble, aristocratic leadership style with a strong
taste for the grand gesture. Another tie linking him to his enemies,
even though he drew different conclusions from it, was his distaste
for the Jews.'!!

And later:

In his appeal to the masses, Herzl combined archaic and futuristic elements
in the same way as Schonerer and Lueger before him. All three leaders
espoused the cause of social justice and made it the center of their
critique of liberalism’s failures. All three linked this modem aspiration
to an archaic communitarian tradition: Schonerer to the Germanic tribes,
Lueger to the medieval Catholic social order, Herzl to the pre-diaspora
Kingdom of Israel. All three connected ‘forward’ and ‘backward’, memory
and hope . . . and thus outflanked the unsatisfying present for followers
who were victims of industrial capitalism before being integrated into
it: artisans and greengrocers, hucksters and ghetto-dwellers.!"?

Herzl interacted with German culture in numerous ways and at several
levels.!”> Born and raised in Budapest till the age of eighteen when his
family moved to Vienna, he quickly became a bourgeois Viennese Jew
but, as he confessed in his diary in 1895, ‘[i]n fact, had I wanted to be
someone else, I would have chosen to be a Prussian aristocrat from the
old nobility’.!"* This desire to have been a Prussian Junker is highly signif-
icant for, as I shall show, this was the social type whose acceptance Herzl
sought for himself and for the Jews. Another route into German culture
for Herzl was the liberating and transformative energy he discovered in
Richard Wagner. The inspirational role Wagner’s music played in the
writing of Herzl’s best-known work, the pamphlet Der Judenstaat (‘The
Jews’ state’, 1896), was revealingly acknowledged by the author:

Heine tells us that he heard the flapping of an angel’s wings above his
head when he wrote certain verses. I, too, believe that I heard such a
fluttering of wings while I wrote that book. I worked on it every day
to the point of utter exhaustion. My only recreation was listening to
Wagner’s music in the evening, particularly to Tannhduser, an opera which
I attended as often as it was produced. Only on the evenings when there
was no opera did I have any doubts as to the truth of my ideas.'®
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It was no coincidence that Tannhduser was ceremoniously played at the
opening of the First Zionist Congress in 1897.!16

Schorske too recognizes the importance of the uplifting impact of the
Wagnerian gesture to Herzl’s unfolding anti-Liberalism and its translation
into Zionism: ‘The Zionist movement would be a kind of Gesamtkunstwerk
[a total artwork] of the new politics. Herzl sensed this when he said,
“Moses’ exodus would compare [to mine] like a Shrove Tuesday Singspiel
of Hans Sachs to a Wagnerian opera”.’!’’” The ultimate lesson in this kind
of politics in a new key was drawn from the Prussian Herzl had admired.
Attempting to lure to the cause of Zionism ‘the sober and calculating
philanthropist’ Baron Hirsch (a German-bormn Jewish magnate who founded
the Jewish Colonization Association, which was active in Palestine and
Argentina), Herzl wrote to him: ‘Believe me, the politics of a whole
people . . . can only be made with imponderables that hover high in the
air. Do you know out of what the German Empire arose? Out of dreams,
songs, fantasies and black-red-gold ribbons . . . Bismarck merely shook
the tree that fantasies had planted.’''® For Herzl, one of the crucial ‘impon-
derables’ in this politics was the will to die (as it was in Michael Beer’s
1823 play, Der Pariah, mentioned above). Here too Bismarck was a role
model. Bismarck, Herzl thought, knew how to harness the ‘stirrings,
mysterious and undeniable like life itself, which rose out of the unfath-
omable depths of the folk-soul in response to the dream [of unity]’. He
was able to demand great sacrifice from the Germans, who ‘joyfully rushed
toward unification in war’.!"®

Enter another meaningful Junker, the retired captain of cavalry Count
von Schramm, in Herzl’s Das neue Ghetto.'®® Situated in 1893 bourgeois
Jewish Vienna, the play opens at the wedding of Dr Jacob Samuel, a
lawyer, and Hermine Hellman, the daughter of a wealthy textile merchant.
Count von Schramm is one of the guests. He owns a coal mine in a
Slovakian province of the Habsburg Empire and, since he excels in neither
work nor frugality, wishes profitably to dispose of it through the services
of Samuel’s newly acquired brother-in-law, Fritz Rheinberg. The latter
has an employee, the Ostjuden-like Emmanuel Wasserstein, who is despised
but turns out the most successful in the stock market. Rheinberg asks
Samuel to prepare the contract for the von Schramm deal.

It then transpires that, some years previously, Samuel had an unrealized
(and hence humiliating) duel with von Schramm, who had challenged
Samuel over a petty argument. Despondent over the illness of his father,
Samuel extended an apology to von Schramm’s seconds and the duel was
called off, which prompted von Schramm to question Samuel’s virility.
Von Schramm’s reappearance reminds Samuel of this painful humiliation.
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Towards the end of the wedding Samuel and Rabbi Friedheimer, a promi-
nent member of the Jewish Viennese community, discuss the exit of the
Jews from the ghetto as part of their emancipation, which engenders the
construction of a new ghetto — this time, a moral ghetto. The humiliation
von Schramm’s presence awakened in Samuel is exacerbated by a visit
from his friend Wurzlechner some time after the wedding. Wurzlechner
wishes to advise Samuel that their friendship, at least the public-social
side of it, must come to an end, because Samuel is surrounded by too
many Jews. In addition, Wurzlechner intends to enter politics and cannot
afford to ‘be branded a tool of the Jews first thing!’'?!

Later Samuel, whose dealings with workers’ matters have won him a
certain reputation, is visited by a coal miner, Peter Vendik, who represents
the workers of von Schramm’s mine and seeks Samuel’s services on the
miners’ behalf. They are especially anxious about the maintenance and safety
of the mine. Samuel visits it and is appalled. After his visit the miners go
on a strike that lasts three weeks. When they resume work, disaster follows.
The lack of activity in the mine has caused the water to back up and the
mine’s foundations collapse, resulting in many deaths. This episode drew on
Herzl’s experience as the Neue Freie Presse correspondent in Paris (1891-5),
where he covered, among other events, the long 1891 strike at the coal
mines of St Etienne in central France that ended in a catastrophic collapse
of one of the main mines. Herzl also covered the big miners’ strike in 1892
at Carmeaux in southern France, where a miner, Calvignac, was elected
mayor of Carmeaux, and the company that owned and ran the mine fired
him for allegedly neglecting his work. These reports made Herzl aware of
the coal mines as sites of labour disputes and political showdowns.!?

The collapse of the mine ruins von Schramm financially, whereas
Rheinberg’s investment is secured thanks to Wasserstein’s aptness and
timing at buying and selling shares. The irate von Schramm accuses Samuel
in particular and the Jews in general of conspiring to destroy him.
Samuel strikes him in the face, and in the ensuing duel is killed by the
Prussian cavalry captain. Samuel’s last words are: ‘O Jews, my brethren,
they won’t let you live again until — untl you . . . I want to — get —
out! Out — of — the — ghetto!"'2 In place of the ellipsis, the original text
contained the following words: ‘until you learn how to die’.'*

At the beginning of the chapter Herzl’s striking confession, ‘In the
special instance of this play, I want to hide my genitals more than any
other time’, was quoted but commentary upon it deferred. I would like
to address it now by bringing into the discussion Daniel Boyarin. Drawing
on George Mosse’s pioneering work,'?® Boyarin has developed a thought-
provoking argument on the gender implications of anti-Semitism, the
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masculinity of bourgeois Jews in Central Europe and Herzl’s Zionism. 26
Discussing the well-known episode of Freud going to the theatre on
5 January 1898 to see Das neue Ghetto, after which he claimed to have
dreamt his famous ‘My Son the Myops’ dream, Boyarin comments that
this ‘intertextual meeting’ of Herzl’s Zionism and Freud’s psychoanalysis
was used to understand Freud’s ‘psychobiography’, but thinks that its
significance is broader. He proceeds to suggest that

[o]ne of the most significant aspects of ‘My Son the Myops’ dream is
the way that it produces a conjunction of political and sexual meanings.
Freud’s dream of a safe haven clearly thematizes a positive affect for
Zionism, but Zionism for Freud, as indeed for Herzl, was not simply
a political program. It was not even an alternative to assimilation with
the culture of Western Europe, but rather a fulfilment of the project
of assimilation. Assimilation for these Jews was a sexual and general
enterprise, an overcoming of the political and cultural characteristics
that marked Jewish men as a ‘third sex’, as queer in their world. For
Freud, Zionism was . . . a return to Phallustine, not to Palestine.'?’

More calmly, Boyarin argues that, formulated in terms of gender, modern
anti-Semitism constructed the male Jew as feminine, one whose masculinity
was deficient. Such incomplete masculinity was what prevented full inte-
gration (within this logic assimilation or emancipation are merely semantic
differences) into, and acceptance by, white Christian society, whose
members could be German/Aryan, English, ancient Greek or Roman.
This is something that haunted the bourgeois Viennese Jews in particular,
whose internalization of a putatively feminine masculinity had reached
striking depths. Although in significantly differing ways, Zionism was for
both Herzl and Freud a way to ‘regain’ full masculinity, which years of
corrupting and degenerating ghetto life, as well as the unbearable presence
of Ostjuden, had severely undermined.!?® Boyarin is not the first to notice
Herzl’s alienation from Jews, from himself as a Jew, and his palpable anti-
Semitism.!® In correspondence with Herzl (quoted above), his contem-
porary Arthur Schnitzler had made disapproving comments about the
portrayal of Jews in The New Ghetto; Schnitzler reserved a more sharply
scathing remark for his 1909 novel The Road to the Open, in which a
Jewish character confesses: ‘I myself have only succeeded up to the present
in making the acquaintance of one genuine anti-Semite. I'm afraid I am
bound to admit . . . that it was a well-known Zionist leader.’'*

Boyarin’s thesis is important in that it identifies the continuity in
Herzl’s life and literary and political activity, rather than the alleged
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rupture of his conversion to Zionism. This underlying continuity is
Herzl’s obsessive need to prove and render complete his masculinity so
that he, and later the Jews who as a collective stood in his way with
their obstinate exilic femininity, would be accepted as equal by white
Christian men. This does not mean that his recognition — similar to
Lazare’s — of the erection of a new ghetto was not an important
development. Rather, it signifies that all his thoughts about the Jewish
Question and about politics — conversion to Christianity, socialism or
Zionism, duelling or colonizing — were fundamentally underlain by this
one obsession, a central feature of which was the emphasis upon form
at the expense of content, upon the vitalizing impact of the aesthetics
of the violent gesture itself as an affirmation of masculinity at the expense
of the purpose. Whereas for Lazare anarchism was a world view, Herzl
wrote in his brilliant feuilleton (29 April 1892) on the trial of the French
anarchist Ravachol: ‘The ordinary murderer rushes into the brothel with
his loot. Ravachol has discovered another voluptuousness: the voluptuousness
of a great idea and of martyrdom.’'*!

The New Ghetto indeed marked the beginning of Herzl’s turn to Zion-
ism, which, at least in literary terms, culminated in Altneuland. It was
at one and the same time a compensation for Herzl’s own past duelling
humiliations, and an aesthetic gesture whereby, ultimately, Jews would
learn how to die in 2 manly and honourable manner in duels and thus
be accepted as proper white men. Herzl’s insatiable attraction to duelling
in his student days in Vienna is well documented. He was a member
of the ultra-German nationalist duelling fraternity Albia, from which he
was expelled, partly because of the fraternity’s growing anti-Semitism.
But it is quite plausible that the expulsion also stemmed from the fact
that he had avoided a duel in the ‘dishonourable’ manner reminiscent
of Jacob Samuel’s first avoidance of von Schramm’s challenge.!*? Herzl’s
confession from his student days is revealing: ‘(T]he peculiar feeling of
impotence, the humiliating consciousness of being incapable! Eunuch,
away!"!¥ All this culminated in the only fitting resolution Herzl could
find for the breaking of the walls of The New Ghetto: a duel that makes
little sense even within the narrowly masculine confines of the logic of
duelling. The strikingly intimate comment Herzl made to Schnitzler
upon completing the play, with which this chapter opened, can now
be revisited. By saying, ‘In the special instance of this play, I want to
hide my genitals even more than any other time’,'** Herzl sought to
acquire, at least in a literary way, the Mensur, the scar incurred in a duel
and a masculine sign inscribed on the body, one that would erase the
scar of circumcision.



36 THE RETURNS OF ZIONISM

The final stage of Herzl’s conversion to Zionism and his becoming a
sovereign settler, whose literary articulation I will discuss in this chapter’s
conclusion, was his project of making the Jews acceptable as Western
men by colonizing a territory for a Jewish state in the East. As Boyarin
powerfully puts it: ‘His [Herzl’s] final medication resulted ultimately in
the inscription of this masculinity on the body of Palestine and on the
body of the Palestinians.’!%

A settler’s utopian colonialism

All the means we need, we ourselves must create them, like Robinson
Crusoe on his island — your readers will surely understand this hint. In the
days to come the story of Zionism’s growth will be like a wonderful novel.
(Herzl in an interview to the London Zionist journal, Young Israel,
July 1898)

Altneuland begins in fin de siécle Jewish Vienna. Dr Friedrich Loewenberg
is a young, professional, well-educated man, with little employment or
prospect thereof, who spends most of his time in a Vienna café. His life
is centred on the unfounded hope of marrying Emestine Loefller, the
love of his life and daughter of the wealthy owner of Moritz Loeffler &
Co. He is devastated by the announcement of Ernestine’s betrothal to
another man. On the verge of contemplating the worst Friedrich remem-
bers a strange advertisement his friend Schiffman gave him at the café:
‘Wanted, an educated, desperate young man willing to make a last exper-
iment with his life. Apply N.O. Body, this office.” Loewenberg replies
and goes to meet the impressively large ‘Adalbert von Konighoff, a royal
Prussian officer and Christian German nobleman’.

Konighoff is the Junker who will accept the Holy Land Jews as proper
men, after his literary ancestor Count von Schramm had rejected their
exilic ancestors — even the one who had challenged him to a duel — in
The New Ghetto. Konighoff had been to another settlers’ colony, America,
where he had made a huge fortune, changing his name to Kingscourt in
the process. His younger wife having been unfaithful, Kingscourt decides
to withdraw from humankind to an island in the Pacific. Since his only
company consists of two servants, one ‘a mute negro’ and the other a
Tahitian — not real human solace for a man of such civilized pedigree —
Kingscourt seeks a young companion who will commit himself to being
at his disposal and who will outlive him. Before leaving Vienna for ever,
Loewenberg gives the money he receives from Kingscourt to an immigrant
Jewish family, from Lithuania as the name Littwak suggests, who are on
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the verge of starvation. He disappears before the Littwaks and their
children, David and Miriam, get a chance to thank him.

On board the magnificent yacht, at Kingscourt’s behest, they stop in
Palestine, which, apart from a moonlit Jerusalem, leaves no lasting impression.
The two decades spent on the island are glossed over quickly. In 1923
Kingscourt and Loewenberg, on their way to take another glance at Europe,
anchor again in the Palestinian port of Haifa. They are identified instantly,
though by sheer coincidence, by David Littwak, the little Lithuanian boy
whose family had been so generously assisted by Loewenberg in Vienna
twenty years ago. The royal hospitality extended by David Littwak and his
friends to Kingscourt and Loewenberg is the literary way Herzl chooses to
describe the magnificent transformation of the Jews and Palestine within
two decades, thanks to the Zionist colonization of that land. At the centre
of the project stands the New Society as the umbrella organization that
oversaw the exit from Europe and the colonization of Palestine, as well as
the current administration of the country. Loewenberg and Miriam Littwak
are silently betrothed at the novel’s very end as Miriam’s mother lies dying.
Kingscourt also consents to remain in Palestine, unable to resist the spell
cast upon him by David Littwak’s baby boy, little Fritzschen.

I believe Altneuland was not just a utopian novel, as numerous critical
and favourable commentators note,'* but that it is a utopian colonial novel.
More generally, I think that such an interpretation of Altneuland raises
the possibility that colonialism is always potendally present in utopian
literature, even though this does not mean that each and every utopian text
is perforce colonial. Such potential comes to the fore if the tendency to
read utopia almost exclusively in a temporal way is tempered by awareness
of utopia’s spatial consequences. As Miss Adela Quested reflects in E. M.
Forster’s A Passage to India while the cactus thorns are removed from her
skin, ‘In space things touch, in time things part.’'* The importance of
the spatial dimension to reading literature is not confined to utopian
literature; to cite one notable example, it is evident in Edward Said’s
insistence on reading Mansfield Park not only from the serene counties of
the south of England but also from Antigua, whose slave labour sustained
Mansfield Park.!*® Altneuland contains not only movement in time — from
the old biblical land to its putative renewal, and from the early 1900s to
the 1920s — but also a movement from Europe to Palestine: just as in the
Exodus myth the passage is not just from bondage to freedom but also
from Egypt to Canaan. A case in point is a stimulating exchange between
Perry Anderson and Fredric Jameson, to which I will now turn.'®

The exchange itself is focused on the likelihood and desirability of
utopian energies as a possible progressive politics, and whether the literary
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release of such energies corresponds to periods of calm before revolutionary
eruptions, to the ‘revolutionary whirlwinds themselves’, or both. As far
as the present discussion is concerned, the point is not the politics itself.
It is, rather, that the exchange seems to be underpinned by the assumption
that the only dimension that matters is the temporal. Thus Anderson cites
Jameson’s formulation: ‘Ontologies of the present demand archaeologies
of the future, not forecasts of the past’,'* and entitles his response ‘The
River of Time’. Among the numerous works mentioned are Edward
Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888) and Theodor Hertzka’s Freiland (1890).
Anderson is exclusively concerned with the fact that they were composed
during the relatively calm period that preceded the first two decades of
the twentieth century, and that this therefore supports the correlation
Jameson identifies, even though he questions the correlation’s compre-
hensive validity.!*! Yet Bellamy’s work and American utopianism, however
progressively communitarian it was, cannot be extricated from the spatial
drive to colonize the continent’s west and all that this entailed. Similarly,
Hertzka’s utopia was thought to be at the heart of the attempt to build
a German Empire. The writing of Freiland is inextricable from that attempt.
Progressive as it was, the utopian society imagined in Freiland the book
and Freiland the place too would be realized not only in the future but
also in colonial Africa. In other words, the utopian imagination requires
not only a time at which better human society will exist but also a place
that is construed as sufficiently virginal and unstructured — empty, in the
Zionist case — to facilitate its construction from scratch.

Herzl began to conceive his novel in the summer of 1899 and, while
travelling in Central Europe, on 30 August decided to call it Altneuland,
inspired by Altneusynagoge, Prague’s main synagogue. The book was
completed on 30 April 1902, and was published at the end of September
by the Leipzig press Hermann, Seemann, Nachfolger. The first English
publication was in serial instalments from October 1902 onwards in the
US Zionist monthly, The Maccabean.!*? Herzl quickly clarified that his
book was utopian only in a limited sense in a note attached to the copy
he gave to Lord Rothschild: ‘There will, of course, be stupid people who,
because I have chosen the form of a Utopia which has been used by Plato
and Thomas More, will declare the cause to be a Utopia. I fear no such
misunderstanding in your case.”' I agree only in part with the Dutch
Orientalist L. M. C. van der Hoeven Leonhard and with Muhammad Ali
Khalidi that ‘Altneuland was written by Herzl primarily for the world, not
for the Zionists. It had propagandistic aims: Herzl wanted to win over
non-Jewish opinion for Zionism.”'* It is problematic, I think, to surmise
that Herzl was purely tactical and propagandistic, for, as I showed earlier,
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gaining acceptance from Christian Europeans, especially Germans, was for
him the only acceptance that truly mattered. When M. A. Khalidi points
out that a central theme in the novel is to bring Kingscourt, the Prussian
Junker who is not innocent of anti-Semitic tendencies, to accept the
newly created paradise and even decide to stay, he is absolutely correct,'*
except that in my view Herzl was not thinking in a merely propagandistic
way. His belief that having a successful colonial European-like venture
in the East was the ultimate path to admission into the West was a genuine
one. The need for this admission, which earlier had expressed itself in
the duel and honourable death, was too fundamental for Herzl to be
ascribed solely to tactical ‘marketing’ on his part. Of course he addressed
it to Christian Europeans, for it was from them, from Kingscourt, that
he sought acceptance and approval.

There is another, related, point which is highly significant. Shlomo
Avineri, a notable representative of the Zionist position with a veneer of
liberalism, not only reinforces Herzl’s anxiety about Altneuland’s utopian
nature, but also points out that the novel evinces its author’s ‘tolerance and
universalistic humanitarianism, characteristic of his Central European outlook
and his impeccable vision of civil rights as related to the Palestinian Arabs’.
Avineri further notes that Herzl did not anticipate that the native Arabs
would resist the Zionist project as a national movement.'* As M. A. Khalidi
observes, however, the distinction between civil and national recognition
of the indigenous population ignores the fact that in Altneuland Herzl does
not explain what happened to that population, which at the turn of the
century was by far the majority in Palestine.'*” The argument that the book
is fiction is not a sufficient explanation for the fact that between 1903 and
1923 Palestine’s Arabs vanish, especially in view of the insistence of Herzl
and his followers upon the novel’s realist vision. The disappearance of the
Arabs in the novel, with very few exceptions such as the Orientalist portrayal
of the token Arab, Reschid Bey, is a pivotal point that exposes the literary
and political imagination of the fin de siécle sovereign settler.

What Herzl did and wrote while intermittently writing Altneuland is
crucial. First is what Herzl had not issued publicly but was perceptively
noticed by van der Hoeven Leonhard in her careful examination of Herzl’s
diary. ‘The existing landed property’, she observes, ‘was to be gently
expropriated, any subsequent resale to the original owners was prohibited,
and all the immovables had to remain in exclusively Jewish hands. The
poor population was to be worked across the frontier “unbemkert” (surrep-
titiously), after having for Jewish benefit rid the country of any existing
wild animals, such as snakes. This population was to be refused all employ-
ment in the land of its birth.”'*® Then there is the rarely noticed contribution
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(one of many) by the outstanding scholar of early Zionism, Adolf Bohm,
who published a remarkable document he had found in the Herzl Archives
in Vienna. This document was a draft of a hopeful agreement — the charter
Herzl was indefatigably seeking — which never materialized, between the
Wortld Zionist Organization and Abdul Hamid II’s Ottoman government
regarding the ‘privileges, rights, liabilities, and duties of the Jewish Ottoman
Land Company (JOLC) for the settlement of Palestine and Syria’. The
document has been studied by Walid Khalidi who has also provided an
English translation.'*®

Although the document bears neither date nor autograph, Khalidi,
drawing on Béhm, thinks that it was drafted during negotiations with the
Ottomans — and the concomitant writing of Altneuland — between the
summer of 1901 and early 1902. He asserts that it was written by Herzl
and his intimately close friend, the Hungarian Jewish Orientalist Arminius
Vimbéry, who had important contacts in Abdul Hamid’s court. The
importance of the document is that it reveals Herzl’s non-public vision,
and therefore complements such public articulations as the Basle
Programme (1897), Der Judenstaat (1896) and Altneuland. What Herzl had
in mind, according to Bohm, was ‘the form in which in the past the
English and also the Dutch government had bestowed on private companies
(for instance, the East India Company) rights to a newly acquired terri-
tory’.!® The proposed charter was to grant Palestine and Syria to the
JOLC as ‘Privileged Territories’, in which the company could do, within
certain confines, almost anything. For our discussion, Clause III is especially
pertinent, for it gave the JOLC complete freedom to transfer the native
inhabitants from Palestine to other locations ‘procured by it [the JOLC]
in other provinces and territories in the Ottoman Empire’. This would
be accompanied by financial compensation to the transferred native inhab-
itants.'>! As is better known, what Herzl offered the Ottoman Empire in
return was to rid it of its debilitating Public Debt to European creditors,
which had driven it to declare bankruptcy already in the 1870s.

We may now rejoin David Littwak and his friends as they lead
Kingscourt and Loewenberg to an election gathering at the most successful
and prestigious cooperative settlement established by the New Society,
Neudorf (New Village — it must be borne in mind that this utopian society
is highly civilized, i.e., German speaking), just above Lake Tiberias. The
coming elections in the New Society are a face-off between the party of
Rabbi Geyer, who used to be conveniently anti-Zionist but now runs
on the platform that non-Jews should not be admitted to the New Society,
and David Littwak’s party, which is appalled by the idea that something
as contrary to the essence and history of the New Society as Geyer’s
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ideology might prevail. To cut short the unbearable suspense, the Littwak
party winds up winning and he is elected president of the New Society.

During the gathering, David Littwak delivers a lecture in which he
justifies his position through a historical overview of progressive utopia
and scientific achievement, of which Neudorf is an example.!> What is
striking in this lecture is, firstly, the complete absence of reference to native
Arabs. Making his main point about being a link in the chain of cooperative
progress, Littwak says: ‘How could we have achieved results that no one
else had achieved here before? No one, I mean to say, except the German
Protestant farmers who founded several colonies in this country toward
the end of the last century.” The Arab peasants do not exist even as an
undeveloped backdrop in order to aggrandize the Zionist achievement.
‘Don’t imagine I am jesting when I say that Neudorf was built not in
Palestine’, Littwak continues, ‘but elsewhere. It was built in England, in
America, in France and in Germany. It was evolved out of experiments,
books, and dreams.’!>? In the rest of his survey Littwak mentions utopian
novels, copies of which Herzl possessed, such as Hertzka’s Freiland (1890)
and Bellamy’s Looking Back (1888).!>* He also enumerates important land-
marks of cooperative history, such as the Ralahine community in Ireland
in the 1830s, and the Rochdale Pioneers in Lancashire from the 1840s
on, the flannel weavers who laid the foundation for consumers’ cooperatives
that pervade Altmeuland’s New Society.'® It is even possible to suggest,
thanks to a comment made to Littwak by a boy named Jacob that Neudorf’s
library holds a copy of the history of the Rochdale Pioneers, that the
monograph Herzl read was that of G. J. Holyoake, who also became an
important figure in the history of American utopia.!>

The great extent to which Herzl’s world and imagination were ingrained
in that complex of European progress, science and colonialism is manifest.
A striking example is a visit to the laboratory of the intemationally famous
Professor Steineck. Asked by Loewenberg what he is working on, the
narrator remarks that ‘the scientist’s eyes grew dreamy’ and he replies: ‘the
opening up of Africa’. When the perplexed Kingscourt repeats the statement,
the professor explains that it has to do with finding a cure for malaria.
‘We have overcome [malaria] here in Palestine’, he says, ‘thanks to the
drainage of the swamps, canalization, and the eucalyptus forests. But
conditions are different in Africa. The same measures cannot be taken
there because the prerequisite — mass immigration — is not present. The
white colonist goes under in Africa. That country can be opened up to
civilization only after malaria has been subdued. Only then will enormous
areas become available for the surplus populations of Europe. And only
then will the proletarian masses find a healthy outlet. Understand?’*s’
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The way the Exodus was re-enacted and the Jews left Europe in order
to colonize Palestine is a tediously detailed yet not uninteresting narrative
in the novel, which is recounted by Joseph Levy, the overall director of
this massive operation, whose voice emanates from a gramophone. This
narrative reflects the influence on Herzl’s literary imagination of the
combined effect of the first wave of capitalist globalization (1870-1914),
in which it was possible to envision people and goods being moved across
the globe in an orderly and coordinated manner, the centrality of tech-
nology for empire, especially of railroads and advanced trains in the German
case, and imperialism in which colonies can be carved into rubrics on
maps and imagined empty in order to start a new world from scratch.'s®

The prologue leading to the assembly where the Exodus narrative is
recounted is the embodiment of what Zionism was in Herzl’s consciousness,
and what it would become: a sort of amalgamated theology of nationalism
and colonialism, comparable, with its own historical particularities, to
other instances of white settlers’ ventures in the modern era. The party
begins at the Passover Seder hosted at the old Littwaks’ villa on the shore
of Lake Tiberias. The Seder is a United Colours of Benetton i la fin de
siécle. There is Kingscourt, the Russian priest from Sepphoris, the Franciscan
monk who came from Cologne a quarter of a century earlier, Father
Ignaz the clergyman, the Reverend Mr Hopkins — but of course no Arab
clergy, neither Muslim nor Christian, nor Jewish. At the end of the Seder
David Littwak deems it appropriate for everybody to listen together to
Joseph Levy, to create continuity between the Old Exodus and the New
(and implicitly to negate everything in between). He argues for the continuity
by invoking the foundational ingredients of technology, colonialism, the
move to the East, and a land empty of natives:

First we shall finish our Seder after the manner of our forefathers, and
then we shall let the new era tell you how it was born. Once more
there was an Egypt, and again a happy exodus — under twentieth century
conditions, of course, and with modern equipment. It could not have
been otherwise. The age of machinery had to come first. The great
nations had to grow mature enough for a colonial policy. There had
to be great screw steamers, with a speed of 22 knots an hour, to
supersede the sailing vessels. In brief, the whole stock-in-trade of the
year 1900 was needed. We had to become new men, and yet remain
loyal to our ancient race. And we had to win the sympathy of the
other nations and their rulers. Otherwise, the whole enterprise would
have been impossible.'®®
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The Zionist Colonization of Palestine
in the Comparative Context of
Settler Colonialism

‘A crusade is a war to recover the Holy Land from the paynim.’

‘Which Holy Land?’

‘Why, the Holy Land — there ain’t but one.’

‘What do we want of it?’

‘Why, can’t you understand? It’s in the hands of the paynim, and
it’s our duty to take it away from them.’

‘How did we come to let them git hold of it?’

‘We didn’t come to let them git hold of it. They always had it.’

‘Why, Tom, then it must belong to them, don’t it?’

‘Why, of course it does. Who said it didn’t?’

I studied over it, but couldn’t seem to git at the right of it, no way.
I says:

‘It’s too many for me, Tom Sawyer. If I had a farm and it was mine,
and another person wanted it, would it be right for him to—’

‘Oh, shucks! You don’t know enough to come in when it rains,
Huck Finn. It ain’t a farm, it’s entirely different. You see, it’s like this.
They own the land, just the mere land, and that’s all they do own; but
it was our folks, our Jews and Christians, that made it holy, and so
they haven’t any business to be there defiling it. It’s a shame, and we
ought not to stand it a minute. We ought to march against them and
take it away from them.’

‘Why, it does seem to me it’s the most mixed up thing I ever see!
Now, if I had a farm and another person—’

‘Don’t I tell you it hasn’t got anything to do with farming? Farming
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is business, just common low-down business: that’s all it is, it’s all you
can say for it; but this is higher, this is religious, and totally different.’
‘Religious to go and take the land away from the people that owns it?’
‘Certainly; it’s always been considered so.’
(Mark Twain, Tom Sawyer Abroad, 1894")

They [Arabs surrounding the camp in Palestine] reminded me much
of Indians, did these people. They had but little clothing, but such as
they had was fanciful in character and fantastic in its arrangement. Any
little absurd gewgaw or gimcrack they had they disposed in such a way
as to attract attention most readily. They sat in silence, and with tireless
patience watched our every motion with that vile, uncomplaining
impoliteness which is so truly Indian, and which makes a white man
so nervous and uncomfortable and savage that he wants to exterminate
the whole tribe.

(Mark Twain, Innocents Abroad, 18722

The new Jews were no more familiar to me [than the old kind], perhaps
less. They were just the opposite, but I never saw them; they were not
to be seen in Jerusalem. They were far away. They breed in the kibbutzim,
in the Palmach, in the Negev and Galilee. Always elsewhere. They
were tough and blond and tender and powerful and uncomplicated.
They toiled over the land all day and in the evening, made wild love
to the kibbutz girls, and then later at night picked up their submachine
guns, and dashed out to smash the hostile red Indians or Arabs, before
calling it a day.

(Amos Oz, ‘Imagining the Other: 1°, 1993%)

‘We bring you civilization,’ said the stranger.

‘We’re the masters of time

come to inherit this land of yours.

March in Indian file so we can tally you

on the face of the lake, corpse by corpse.

Keep marching, so the Gospels may thrive!

We want God all to ourselves

because the best Indians are dead Indians

in the eyes of our Lord.’

(Mahmoud Darwish, ‘Speech of the Red Indian’, 1992¢)
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What is the Hebrew University?

By his own admission, David Myers begins in a mischievous way an essay
that issued from a conference on the founding of the Hebrew University
in Jerusalem in 1924-5. In it, Myers gives a brief synopsis of a foundation
story that might sound like the Hebrew University’s but is actually that of
the American University of Beirut. Clarifying the exercise, Myers comments:
‘I believe it is fair to say that both universities were mired in a tangled web
of relations symptomatic of colonialism.’> Given the loaded significance of
the ¢ word, Myers further clarifies what he means — and as importantly,
what he doesn’t mean — by colonialism. And what he does mean is a sort
of colonial relations between the Jewish European and (less so) American
benefactors and governors of the university as a metropole that tried to
make its preferences and sensibilities prevail, and the ‘Palestine-based Jews’
who were actually creating the university as the colonized. He also explicitly
states: ‘my concern here is not the nature of the relations between Jewish
settlers and Arab inhabitants in Mandatory Palestine’.®

Myers’s exercise constitutes a convenient foyer through which to enter
the edifice of the Zionist Israeli project in Palestine and to unfold its
history within the comparative context of settler nationalism or colonialism.
He chooses not to concern himself with the interaction between the
Jewish settlers and Arab natives, but if we do precisely that, then the
comparison of the two universities reveals an acute difference between
what could be termed the two master types of colonialism, namely, metro-
pole colonialism and settler colonialism (there are finer sub-divisions that
I will return to later). The American University of Beirut was founded
and managed by missionaries who did not seek to create a national home
for themselves in Lebanon and Syria, and the purpose of the institution
they established — however colonially condescending that purpose might
be — was to educate the indigenous people. The Hebrew University was
established by settlers who sought to colonize Palestine and make it their
national patrimony, and the purpose of the institution they founded was
to educate the community of settlers present and future, and implicitly
to exclude from it the indigenous Palestinian Arabs.

The point here is not to suggest a value-hierarchy whereby metropole
colonialism is somehow better than settler colonialism (even though I do
think that, from the perspective of the colonized, whereas the former is
bad news, the latter is real bad news). Rather, it is to take advantage of
Myers’s mischievous exercise, which elegantly sidesteps the heart of the
matter, to begin discussing Zionism’s comparability to other cases of settler
nationalism as the main way of properly understanding it. To anticipate
the taxonomy and terminology that will concern us shortly, the Hebrew
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University was from its inception a pure settlement colony, in a structural
rather than strictly literal sense. This structural essence overrode the inten-
tions and politics of its individual founders, such as the university’s American
Jewish president J. L. Magnes. Together with Hannah Arendt, as we saw
in Chapter One, he was one of the staunchest advocates of a binational
state in Palestine, and persisted in pursuing this position till the period
leading up to the 1948 war. Yet the university he helped to build and
develop came to resemble in principle the kibbutzim and the underlying
organization of labour Zionism, the Histadrut: institutions that addressed
different needs in the formation of a pure settlement colony, which with
time would yield a settlers’ nation-state. This state — exclusively of and
for the settlers and their diaspora ‘hinterland’ — perpetuated, in its self-
fashioning, in the laws it promulgated and in the institutional practices it
developed, its formative origins as a pure settlement colony.

The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, it presents the burgeoning
field of study that may be termed comparative settler colonialism and,
concomitantly, the phenomenon of settler colonialism from 1500 (and
more so from the 1580s) onward. Second, it explains why and how
comparative settler colonialism (or nationalism) is the most appropriate
framework for understanding Zionist colonization of Palestine, the estab-
lishment of the state of Israel, and the history and nature of that state.
Third, to use somewhat loosely Marxist terminology, most of the works
in the field of comparative settler colonialism focus on the material base
(i.e., land, labour, demography and certain institutions). I will show not
only in this chapter but throughout the book that the comparative settler
approach works also for the superstructure (ideology, scholarly knowledge,
modern literature and the Bible). In other words, I will show that the
Zionist Israeli superstructure, even though it has its distinguishing features,
is nonetheless typical of a settler society and comparable to those of other
settler societies.

I conclude with a close reading of a fascinating text penned by a contem-
porary, Chaim Arlosoroff, who was a prominent politician endowed with
remarkable scholarly prowess. In its own fashion, Arlosoroff’s essay expressed
the awareness of its author that his was a white settler context, and that
the best way to grasp it was its comparison to other white settler situations.

The Comparative Study of Settler Societies
Scholarly awareness of settler colonialism as a distinct phenomenon is
relatively recent. By distinct it is meant that settler colonialism is distin-
guishable from metropole colonialism; and that the various cases of settler
colonialism from 1500 on — and more substantially from the 1580s on —
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have enough in common to form a viable comparative field. It is of course
a moral imperative not to lose sight of the fact that the indigenous peoples,
from the Native Americans and the Irish through the Africans and Asians
to the Palestinians, who have been variously exterminated, enslaved and
dispossessed for the past five centuries, did not need scholarly awareness
to become cognizant of this horrific feature of modern history. I intend
to chart a lineage of the comparative study of settler societies, which is
by no means exhaustive and which is germane to the subject of the book.
The clear and self-proclaimed chain of transmission comprises D. K.
Fieldhouse (global), George M. Fredrickson (the US and South Africa)
and Gershon Shafir (Palestine/Israel). To this neat lineage are added David
Prochaska (Algeria) and Patrick Wolfe (Australia, the US and Brazil). I
end with a recent attempt by Caroline Elkins and Susan Pedersen to
conceptualize specifically twentieth-century settler colonialism.”

The achievements of the comparative study of settler colonialism have
been at once scholarly and political. Many settler projects gave birth to
powerful nation-states, which asserted their hegemonic narratives nationally
and internationally. The comparative field not only acutely refutes these
narratives through evidence and interpretation; it also creates a language
that amounts to a transformative alternative to the way in which these
settler societies narrate themselves in their own words. Three fundamentals
of hegemonic settler narratives are thus undermined: the uniqueness of
each settler nation; the privileging of the intentions and consciousness of
settlers as sovereign subjects; and the — putatively inconsequential to the
form and contours of settler societies — presence of natives.

To take uniqueness first, the idea here is not to level the field but to
show how the comparability of its various cases amounts to this — settler
colonialism — being a global process rather than a haphazard array of
discrete historical phenomena. This is akin to what Benedict Anderson
calls, in another — intimately related — context, the modularity of nation-
alism.? The comparative studies of settler nations undercut the claim to
uniqueness not because they find all settler nations identical; in fact many
of these comparisons result in underscoring historical specificity as much
as similarity. What they do, however, is to offer a language that, like the
popular joke about the giraffe, identifies a white settler trajectory when
it sees one and renders it reminiscent of other trajectories. This is true
not only for explicitly comparative studies (Fredrickson and Wolfe), but
also for those that are solely concerned with one case (Prochaska and
Shafir).

The writers on comparative settler colonialism mentioned here are
neither oblivious to the intentions of the white settlers nor do they suggest
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that intentions do not matter. In his masterful book on the United States
and South Africa Fredrickson attributes much explanatory importance to
the fact that the impulse behind the creation of the Cape Colony in the
mid seventeenth century by the Dutch East India Company was to establish
a secure trading post en route to the Indian Ocean; whereas the intention
in establishing the English colonies in Ireland at the end of the sixteenth
century, and in what would become Virginia and New England in the
early seventeenth century, was to create pure settlements, and remove
the local population.” The point of the comparative analysis of these
societies is therefore not to ignore the colonizers’ intentions. However,
the persistently structural and predominantly material (which does not
necessarily mean materialist) investigation overwrites intentions and,
crucially, concludes by emphasizing results.

This sort of examination could, for example, substantially change the
way many look at the ethnic cleansing perpetrated during the 1948 war
in Palestine. Much of the debate on the war revolves around a rather
obsessive concern with whether or not there was an Israeli master plan
to cleanse Palestine from Arab presence, that is, around what the settlers’
intention was. From an Israeli perspective, the absence of such intention
implies moral rectitude. It might be asked, however, whether the structural
logic embedded in the type of settler nationalism which the notion of a
Jewish nation-state implies explains the cleansing; it also might be asked
whether cleansing-as-result (the only thing that matters to the indigenous
Palestinians) is not, empirically and ethically, as important as cleansing-as-
intention (or absence thereof).

The third fundamental, whether or not the presence of indigenous
people is consequential to how settler societies were shaped, is possibly
the most elusive, and the one that exposes the exclusionary, or segrega-
tionist, nature of white liberalism, and perhaps multiculturalism as well.
The more liberal versions of hegemonic settler narratives may admit that
along the otherwise glorious path to creating a nation bad things were
done to the indigenous people; they may even condemn these ‘bad things’
and deem them unacceptable. At the same time these narratives deny the
possibility that the removal and dispossession of indigenous peoples and
the enslavement of others is an intrinsic part of what settler nations are —
indeed the most pivotal constituent of what they are — rather than an
extrinsic aberration or corruption of something essentially good. My point
is not whether settler nations are good or bad, but the extent to which
the act of exclusion in reality is congruous with the hegemonic rendering
of that reality. The exclusionary fundamental that inheres in these white
hegemonic narratives lies not in the sovereign settlers’ denial of the wrong
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they have done to those whom they have disinherited or enslaved (though
such denials are protested all too often), but in their denial that the inter-
action with the dispossessed is the history of who the settlers collectively
are. In short, what is denied is the extent to which the non-white world
has been an intrinsic part of what is construed as European or Western
history.

The comparative study of settler societies is not at all a subaltern studies
project. It does not seek to salvage and reassert the voices of the dispossessed
victims of settler colonialism, nor does it adhere to a post-colonial method-
ology or register. In fact, most of these works’ chief subject matter is the
settlers themselves, rather than either the metropoles or the indigenous
peoples. But this subject matter is described in terms of its constant inter-
action with the peoples who were dispossessed and removed or used for
labour. There cannot by definition be in this type of analysis a history of
the institutions and ideologies of the settler societies that is not simulta-
neously a history of the settler-native relations. The history of white
supremacy throughout Fredrickson’s oeuvre is not a trajectory within the
larger American or South African histories; in a very consequential way
the history of white supremacy is the history of these settler societies.
Similarly, there cannot in Fredrickson’s work be a history of private prop-
erty (as the subject of legal studies and political theory) in early modern
England that is not at the same time a history of land-looting first in
Ireland and then east of the Appalachians. Analogously — and I will be
returning to this in greater detail throughout this book — there cannot be
a history of the cooperative settlements and settlement theories (one trajec-
tory in the hegemonic Israeli narrative) that is separable from another
strand in the same narrative, namely, ‘the Arab Problem’; for what shaped
the cooperative settlements and made some theories more pertinent and
applicable than others was precisely what the Zionists called the Arab
problem, or the consequential existence of indigenous people who, from
a settler vantage point, were a problem. Arabs (and, for the most part,
Mizrahi Jews too) are completely absent from kibbutzim, not just from
post-1967 settlements in the Occupied Territories. This is the single most
important fact for the history of the foundation of the kibbutzim, as well
as for what they constitute.

Typically the studies I have mentioned above analyse their cases on
the basis of five thematic clusters. The first of these can be called envi-
ronmental and geopolitical. Characteristic issues are the potential or actual
wealth of a given territory (size, natural resources, amount of arable land
and so on), its topographical layout (for example, the ratio of commercially
impassable mountain ridges to navigable and arterial rivers and lakes). The
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second cluster is essentially demographic. It comprises such themes as the
existence of population surplus in the settlers’ countries of origin (e.g.,
the British Isles in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries), and the
changing demographic balance between settlers and indigenous people.
The third cluster is central and usually receives much attention: land (i.e.,
the struggle to possess it), labour, their interplay and the extent to which
they explain, most crucially, race relations and policies. The fourth is
indeed race, which is the apex of the intellectual endeavours of Wolfe
and Fredrickson (not surprisingly, given the cases they study and the settler
states in which they live and work, Australia and the US respectively),
and which is much less pronounced in Shafir’s and Prochaska’s work. It
might be of interest to note that there is something positively distinct
about the explanations of race and racism which are offered by the field
of comparative settler colonialism. They undo the circularity of strictly
cultural analyses, which remain limited to representation and discourse
but have little to say on how race has come to matter so much. Explanations
emanating from the field of comparative settler colonialism, in contrast,
do not a priori accept that race has some ontological presence which
requires no account. By adding a material dimension to the discussion —
for example, the relations between labour formation and racist ideology
— these explanations offer a more comprehensive and nuanced account
of race.

The fifth and final cluster consists of issues that pertain to the political
history of the triangle that is so fateful for colonialism in general but for
settler colonialism in particular: the indigenous people—settlers—metropole
triangle. There are numerous permutations of the relations among the
components of this triangle that in turn yield various questions. I find
two of these questions particularly stimulating: one is whether or not the
settlers are successful, at a critical juncture, in ridding themselves of the
metropole and in establishing a settler nation-state; and the other is whether
or not resistance by the colonized people is successful in driving a wedge
between the metropole and the settlers. For example, it may be possible
to account for differences in processes of decolonization by the prior
success — or failure — of settlers to establish their own state; the difference
between Zimbabwe and Algeria springs to mind. There are also diachronic
examples: until 1948, as settlers under the metropole’s rule, the Zionists
were able to obtain roughly 7 per cent of Palestine’s land. The settler
state, to which the 1948 war had given birth, not only managed to conquer
78 per cent of Palestine and remove much of its indigenous population
but also to bring under its fold more than 90 per cent of the land by the
late 1950s.
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To complete this brief presentation of the language of comparative
settler colonialism, the thematic clusters outlined above should be supple-
mented with the four basic types of colonies. These four types were
identified by Fieldhouse, but additional insight may be gained by looking
at how Fredrickson treats them. His aim is twofold: to explain the relation
of colonialism to race and how race works by juxtaposing Weber’s notion
of status with Marx’s class; and to create a comparative framework which
is underpinned by the interdependence of the historian and the sociologist.'®
The four types of colonies Fieldhouse identified are occupation, mixed
settlement, plantation and pure settlement. Fredrickson observes that
Fieldhouse used these types ‘for taxonomic rather than analytical purposes
. . . [in order] to describe the dominant tendency in actual situations’."
Taking a palpably Weberian direction, Fredrickson states: ‘I will employ
them [types of colonies] as ideal types for which there were some relatively
pure examples. This approach permits analysis of the peculiar American
and South African cases as deviant versions or hybrids of the basic types,
rather than simply varieties of them.’'? | think that, at the same time as
using Fieldhouse’s categories to furnish a comparative interpretation of
the US and South African cases, Fredrickson, true to his purpose, was
adding a sociological dimension to Fieldhouse’s more conventionally
historical study.

In my view the basic distinction is between the first type, occupation
colony, and the other three; the former is what I earlier termed metropole
colonialism, which did not involve settlers in a meaningful way and in
which the colonizers ‘could profit most handily by skimming a surplus “off
the top” without systematically destroying traditional cultures, modes of
production, or forms of local governance’.”® The other three types have in
common the fact of being settlement colonies, in which there existed either
the permanent or the long-lasting presence of European settlers. ‘And these
settlers had some expectation of transplanting “civilization” (basic aspects
of the way of life that they had left behind in their countries of origin) to
the new environment.’’* What distinguishes these three types of settler
colonies from one another are the different interplays among the five clusters
(all or some) outlined above. Leaving aside for the moment the mixed and
plantation types of colony, the pure settlement was, according to Fredrickson,
a colony ‘in which European settlers exterminated or pushed aside the
indigenous people, developed an economy based on white labor, and were
thus able in the long run to regain the sense of cultural or ethnic homo-
geneity identified with a European conception of nationality.’'s

This classificatory scheme underlies what in Islamic cultural tradition
is called silsila (chain of transmission) of the field just charted: Fredrickson
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explicitly draws on and develops Fieldhouse’s taxonomy, and Shafir in
his turn explicitly draws and elaborates on both. Wolfe does not place
himself as clearly within this lineage (though he cites Fredrickson), but
his argument is patently of the same mould. Prochaska is in a sense the
odd one out. In laying out the theoretical foundations of his study he is
ensconced in Francophone literature. The result is that he correctly insists
on the distinction emphasized here between metropole and settler
colonialism, and sets out to rectify the utter neglect of the latter in the
case of French Algeria;'® he also introduces an interesting innovation in
the shape of colonial urbanism and, in particular, the settler colonial city."
Yet he either ignores or is oblivious to the works of Fieldhouse, Fredrickson
and Shafir, at least some of which, as his own book was published in
1990, were available at the time he was writing and would have offered
insights on the phenomenon of settler colonialism in general.

Patrick Wolfe occupies a special place, I think, among commentators
on settler colonialism for two main reasons: his comparative range, and
the way he insists upon the discreteness of settler colonialism. Wolfe’s
comparative work is stimulating because of the tension that inheres in it
between his specialized field, Australia, and the ambitious global reach of
his comparative analysis. The Australian sensibility is present in the questions
Wolfe asks and the themes that draw his attention, as well as in the fact
that he not infrequently consciously uses settler colonialism and the pure
settlement colony interchangeably. At the same time, his comparative
ventures are attentive to historical differences, and the Australian perspective
does not overwhelm his observations. Wolfe’s comparative prowess is
particularly evident in two important articles. In the first he shows how
various forms of racism and racializing have been shaped in settler situations
by land and labour, thereby offering — not unlike Fredrickson — a way
out of circularly cultural explanations of race. This is typical of Wolfe’s
approach: although no small part of his work focuses on the superstructure,
he never forgets the base. In the other article he offers a bold consideration
of whether settler colonialism is perforce genocidal.'®

Wolfe is neither the first nor the only scholar of settler colonialism to
underscore the crucial features that set it apart from metropole colonialism.
But the originality and insight of Wolfe’s work on this issue lie in his
appreciative critique of critics of colonialism like Amil Cabral and Frantz
Fanon, and later ones like Gayatri Spivak. ‘For all the homage paid to
heterogeneity and difference’, Wolfe observes, ‘the bulk of “post”-colonial
theorizing is disabled by an oddly monolithic, and surprisingly unexamined,
notion of colonialism.””® One of the sources for this monolithic view of
colonialism, he argues,
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consists in the historical accident (or is it?) that the native founders
of the postcolonial canon came from franchise or dependent — as
opposed to settler or creole — colonies. This gave these guerrilla
theoreticians the advantage of speaking to an oppressed majority on
the supply of whose labour a colonizing minority was vulnerably
dependent . . . But what if the colonizers are not dependent on
native labour? — indeed, what if the natives themselves have been
reduced to a small minority whose survival can hardly be seen to
furnish the colonizing society with more than a remission from ideological
embarrassment?2?

Wolfe, then, attributes decisive explanatory significance to the fact that
‘[iln contrast to the colonial formation that Cabral or Fanon confronted,
settler colonies were not primarily established to extract surplus value from
indigenous labour. Rather, they are premised on displacing indigenes from
(or replacing them on) the land’.?! This creates a situation in which ‘it is
difficult to speak of an articulation between colonizer and native since
the determinate articulation is not to a society but directly to the land, a
precondition of social organization’.? The bottom line is a formulation
that Wolfe reiterates on several occasions, one understandably cited by
other scholars of settler colonialism: ‘Settler colonies were (are) premised
on the elimination of the native societies. The split tensing reflects a deter-
minate feature of settler colonization. The colonizers come to stay —
invasion is a structure not an event [emphasis added].’?

There is, finally, the recent conceptualization of settler colonialism
in the twentieth century, accompanied by an array of case studies, by
Elkins and Pedersen. Their contribution is not merely temporal, that is,
it is not limited to identifying the characteristics that are particular to
the twentieth century. They also insist on accurately and subdy distin-
guishing settler colonialism from other settler-related phenomena, most
notably settler projects that were not clearly supported by a metropole
and settler states. Elkins and Pedersen further begin to formulate a
typology of settler colonialism which is a vector of two factors: the level
of settler incorporation into the governance of colonized territories, and
the institutionalization of settler privilege.?* The most significant argument
set out by Elkins and Pedersen is their observation that what their edited
volume brings to the fore is ‘the continued centrality of settler projects
to the histories of nations and empires in the twentieth century’.?® They
rightly allude to Patrick Wolfe’s work on Australia, and heed his insistence
on the deep and enduring consequences of colonization.?
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The Comparative Study of White Settler Societies:
The Zionist Colonization of Palestine

Having selectively reviewed the comparative study of settler colonialism,
I now propose to focus in on the study of the Zionist colonization of
Palestine. I do so through the work of two scholars: Shafir, who has already
been mentioned, and Zachary Lockman, who has written on the relations
of Arab and Jewish workers in Palestine in the first half of the twenteth
century.?’ There have been other attempts to view Zionism’s colonization
of Palestine as well as the establishment and nature of the state of Israel as
colonialism, the best known among which is Maxime Rodinson’s.?® Using
the term ‘diluted colonialism’, Ilan Pappé has offered an interesting compar-
ison between the early stages of Zionist colonization and the German
Protestant missionary activity in West Africa, especially that of the Basel
Mission.? [ focus on the studies of Shafir and Lockman not only because
they are most germane to this book’s concerns, but also because — while
clearly political — they are thoroughly documented and their argumentation
is fashioned in a way that is unencumbered by polemic. Each in his way,
Lockman and Shafir reject the three fundamentals of the hegemonic Israeli
narrative, and proceed to put forth sustained alternatives.

To recap, three fundamentals of hegemonic settler narratives were
discussed above: the uniqueness of each settler nation; the exclusive primacy
accorded to the settlers’ subjectivity; and the denial of the fact that the
presence of the colonized has been the single most significant factor in
determining the structure and nature of the settler society. The Zionist
Israeli narrative is a particular case of that general depiction. Its three
fundamentals accordingly are: the alleged uniqueness of the Jewish nation
in its relentless search for sovereignty in the biblically endowed homeland;
the privileging of the consciousness of Zionist settlers at the expense of
the colonized, and at the expense of the results of colonization by the
settlers rather than their intentions; and the denial of the fact that the
presence of the Palestinian Arabs on the land destined for colonization
was the single most significant factor that determined the shape taken by
the settlers’ nation.

Shafir’s work on the initial stage of Zionist colonization is one of the
most fundamentally radical critiques of Zionism I am aware of, a fact
masked by the work’s arid register. Further, a study in historical sociology
is obviously less prone to creating public hysteria of the sort aroused
by the narrative histories of the 1948 war. It is also the most self-
conscious attempt to reinterpret Israeli history within the framework of
the comparative study of settler societies; the inspiration Shafir drew
from Fredrickson in particular runs far deeper than the deployment of
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classificatory vocabulary. Like Patrick Wolfe, Shafir regards colonization
not as a fleeting moment of formation but as a continually present and
underlying structure.®

Here, it might be helpful to quote a summary formulation from a
later work Shafir co-authored with Yoav Peled, which covers a much
longer period than his monograph and is concerned with the category
of citizenship:

The most distinguishing characteristic of the Jewish Labor Movement
in Palestine was that it was not a labor movement at all. Rather, it was
a colonial movement in which the workers’ interest remained secondary
to the exigencies of settlement.

Keeping this observation in mind will allow us to properly describe
the movement’s institutional dynamics and understand the variety of
citizenship forms it fostered.!

The concrete articulation of the hegemonic narrative Shafir demolishes
might be termed the ‘dual society paradigm’, which has held sway over
most of the Israeli scholarship that has dealt with Zionism, as well the
Israeli state, its society and culture. Although I use a more sociological
expression of the paradigm, its salience crosses disciplinary and departmental
lines. This paradigm is avowedly functionalist, and radiates from one of
the most important sites of scholarly commitment to the ideology of
labour Zionism: the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at the
Hebrew University, whose pivotal figures were S. N. Eisenstadt and his
students Dan Horowitz and Moshe Lissak.*? It is no coincidence that one
of Shafir’s essays discussed here is a response to an ill-tempered outburst
by Lissak.*

Like its American equivalent, the functionalist modernization theory,
the dominant Israeli paradigm emphasizes the creation of value-consensus,
suppressing potential as well as actual sites of conflict. Shafir’s early intel-
lectual formation is indebted to the first two truly critical Israeli sociologists,
the late Yonatan Shapiro of Tel Aviv University and Baruch Kimmerling
of the Hebrew University. Shafir reminisces that as a senior undergraduate
he attended in 1971 the annual congress of the Israeli Sociological Society,
in which S. N. Eisenstadt delivered the keynote address on ‘social
differentiation’ in Israeli society. A question from the audience on why
the Israeli Black Panthers, whose protest had exploded just a few months
earlier, were conspicuously absent from Eisenstadt’s analysis was an illus-
tration of the collusion of this kind of social science with the existing
order. The Israeli Black Panthers were Mizrahi working-class youth from
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the Jerusalem neighbourhood of Musrara, where Jewish immigrants from
North Africa and the Middle East were installed in place of the Palestinians
who had been expelled in the 1948 war. With perceptive political intuition,
they created a popular opposition movement on both class and ethnic
grounds, whose message was progressive and secular. It was crushed by
the Golda Meir government and undermined by the 1973 war. Shafir
would later realize that if the Black Panthers’ protest, which could be
construed as ‘internal’ (i.e., Jewish), was rejected as a conflictual situation
by the powers that be, to present the Palestinian—Zionist conflict as a
factor that intrinsically explains the history and structure of the Israeli state
and society would make the academic establishment go berserk.>

The most important assumption underpinning the dual society paradigm,
and correspondingly the one most thoroughly dealt with by Shafir, is the
purportedly extrinsic nature of indigenous Arab society and of its conflict
with the very essence of the settler nation. What I mean by dual society
is the emergence of two completely separate and self-contained entities
in Palestine: the Jewish Yishuv (the settler community) and the Palestinian
Arab society (the indigenous community). Each developed according to
its own trajectory, which is explicable in the former case by a combination
of European origins, Jewish essence and internal needs in Palestine. Each
trajectory is unrelated to the other, and the only meaningful relations
between the two societies consisted in a struggle between two impregnable
national collectives (if, that is, the national authenticity of the Palestinians
is not altogether denied). It cannot be sufficiently stressed that what is
denied by the settler society is not the mere presence of Arabs in Palestine,
but rather the fact that their presence and resistance were consequential
to the institutional dynamics and collective identity of the settler community
and later nation-state. It is clearly the ultimate scholarly articulation of
the empty land concept. We shall see this recurring in literature and
literary criticism in Chapter Six.

Shafir begins by listing the main features that are historically specific
to Zionism and to the Zionist colonization of Palestine in comparison
with other frontiers of settlement and other movements of colonization,
and by anticipating that the type of colonization which soon prevailed
was that of the pure settlement colony.? He insists that while this historical
specificity ‘gave Zionist colonisation a particular cast’, it has ‘not eliminated
its fundamental similarity with other pure settlement colonies’.* Shafir
then adds a category to the system created by Fieldhouse and Fredrickson,
which he calls the ethnic plantation colony, ‘based on European control
of land and the employment of local labour. The planters, in spite of their
preference for local labour, also sought, inconsistently and ultimately
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unsuccessfully, massive European immigration. Algeria was an example of
this hybrid type.’*

Shafir’s counter-narrative is focused on the initial — and in his inter-
pretation foundationally formative — period of Zionist settlement in
Palestine. It rests on the distinction between two stages of colonization
(each comprising finer distinctions that needn’t concern us here) that over-
lap with the first two waves of Jewish immigration, known in Zionist
parlance as the First Aliya (which took place between 1882 and 1903 and
consisted of 20,000~30,000 immigrants) and Second Aliya (1904-14,
35,000—40,000 immigrants). During that period roughly 425,000 Palestinian
Arabs lived in Palestine. The crucial moment that shaped the First Aliya
came when, after early failures and supplication to the influential R othschild
banking dynasty, Baron Edmond de Rothschild, a member of the family’s
French branch, entered the fray. Assisted by French experts, he reorganized
the First Aliya colonies on the model of French agricultural colonization
in North Africa. These colonies became ethnic plantations based on vine-
yards, which relied on a large, seasonal, unskilled and cheap Arab labour
directed by a much smaller and better-paid Jewish labour force and Jewish
planters. The passage from the first to the second stage occurred around
1900, when Rothschild ended his considerable financial involvement. This
meant, among other things, that land accumulation came to a temporary
halt because Rothschild had disappeared and the World Zionist
Organization (WZO), which Herzl had founded in 1897, was still at the
phase in which it opposed land accumulation prior to having a state on
the basis of an international charter.?®

The arrival of the Second Aliya immigrants — eventually the founders
of labour Zionism and the state of Israel —- signalled a shift from the land
being a sphere of colonization to being one of labour, and a concomitant
shift from the ethnic plantation to one of pure settlement. This is an
original observation by Shafir that does not always get the notice it deserves:
what is perhaps the most crucial step in the process of Israeli nation-state
formation out of a pure settlement colony emanated not from land as a lieu
de colonisation but from that of labour. The shift occurred after the attempt
— familiar from other settler-colonial situations — to lower the standard of
living in order to compete in the labour market against the Palestinian
Arab workers had failed because of the superior productivity of the latter
and the reluctance to accept their employment and living conditions. In
1905 members of what was at that point one of two labour Zionist parties,
Hapoel Hatzair (‘The young worker’), forsook the strategy of reducing
wages for the purpose of market competitiveness, launching in its place
the campaign for ‘conquest of labour’. Its goal was to annex all jobs in
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Palestine for Jews — especially in Jewish plantations — without lowering
wages. This was accompanied by the Jewish planters’ drive to oust their
Arab workers and hire Jewish ones in their place, for reasons of national
colonization rather than purely economic considerations.®

As such, the struggle for ‘the conquest of labour’ was unsuccessful. Its
pivotal importance lies in fact that it launched the appearance of the pure
settlement colony as a state of mind. With the benefit of hindsight it may
even be argued that pure settlement colony as a state of mind would
become the only thinkable way of institution — and nation-state — building.
It ‘transformed the Jewish workers into militant nationalists who sought
to establish a homogeneous Jewish society in which there would be no
exploitation of Palestinians, nor will there be competition with Palestinians,
because there would be no Palestinians’.** From that crucial juncture the
workers’ leadership reverted to its continuing colonization of land through
an alliance with a changing WZO and its two colonizing agencies, the
Palestine Land Development Agency (1909) and Jewish National Fund
(1901). In this venture the settlers were guided by the three German
Jewish master exponents of settlement: Arthur Ruppin, Otto Warburg (a
member of the famous banking family) and Franz Oppenheimer. In a
process that will be explored in greater detail in this chapter’s conclusion,
the first cooperative settlements were founded and, with the arrival of
more immigrants, colonization through various forms of cooperative settle-
ment (kvutza, kibbutz and moshav, all created between 1908 and 1925)
gained momentum. In 1920 the final and most powerful labour institution,
the Histadrut, was established. This was a multi-faceted organization that
consisted of a trade union, a settlement section, a construction and industrial
arm, and health, consumer and finance divisions. More than any other
single institution, the Histadrut was the nation-state in the making. A
common mistake, which leads to complete misunderstanding, is to see
the Histadrut only as a trade union in the European mould. It is no coin-
cidence that the position that made Ben-Gurion the uncontested leader
of labour Zionism in the 1920s, and catapulted him to the leadership of
the WZO and Jewish Agency in the 1930s, was that of the Histadrut’s
secretary general. ‘The Second Aliya’s revolution against the First Aliya’,
Shafir observes,

did not originate from opposition to colonialism as such but out of
frustration with the inability of the ethnic plantation colony to provide
sufficient employment for Jewish workers, i.e., from opposition to the
particular form of their predecessors’ colonization. The Second Aliya’s
own method of settlement, and subsequently the dominant Zionist
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method, was but another type of European overseas colonization: the
‘pure settlement colony’ also found in Australia, Northern U.S., and
elsewhere. Its threefold aim was control of land, employment that ensured
a European standard of living, and massive immigration . . . This form
of pure settlement rested on two exclusivist pillars: on the WZO’s
Jewish National Fund and on the . . . Histadrut. The aims of the JNF
and the Histadrut were the removal of land and labour from the market,
respectively, thus closing them off to Palestinian Arabs.*!

Lockman does not take the path of comparative settler colonialism, but
the alternative he offers to the Zionist Israeli narrative and what he rejects
in it bring him very close to Shafir. Lockman too discards what I have
been calling the third fundamental of hegemonic settler narratives: the
unwillingness to accept that what determined the nature of settler nations
is first and foremost their interaction with the people whom they had
colonized, rather than any civilizational or national essence.*> The method
and language Lockman develops are those of relational history. In the mid
1980s an interesting forum was convened at the New School for Social
Research, in search of agendas for writing radical history; it revolved
around the four heavyweights of British Marxism — Eric Hobsbawm,
Christopher Hill, Perry Anderson and E. P. Thompson.** Anderson had
three suggestions: to enhance the role of theory, to draw attention to the
possibility of alternative outcomes on the margins of what eventually
occurred in certain historical junctures, and to write relational histories.*

By relational history Anderson means something that is simultaneously
different from comparative history (which he endorses) and non-national
in its unit of analysis. He calls for a history ‘that studies the incidence —
reciprocal or asymmetrical — of different national or territorial units and
cultures on each other’, a history that ‘is a reconstruction of [such units’)
dynamic inter-relationships over time’.*> Lockman’s tumn to relational
history is inspired by Anderson’s pronouncement, which he adapts to his
own research.* Lockman studies the interaction between labour Zionism’s
institutions and individuals and Arab workers and their organizations in
Palestine in the period 1906—48. He shows not only how these two
communities interacted with and shaped each other, but also how they
were constituted within the same context of late Ottoman and then
Mandatory Palestine. Concerning the Jewish side of his relational study,
Lockman perceptively follows the tension within labour Zionism between
a commitment to a universal solidarity based on class, in which increasingly
marginalized groups within that camp genuinely believed, and a national
commitment to the Zionist project as a whole. By doing so he necessarily
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brings to the fore possibilities that might have existed as this particular
history unfolded even if they did not materialize (this is Anderson’s second
suggestion for radical history, which Lockman does not mention).

Let me dwell slightly longer on the point of marginal (or marginalized)
possibilities. They emerge in Lockman’s narrative whenever some sort of
joint Jewish—Arab organization or solidarity was weighed against the
Zionist commitment solely to Jewish colonization by the historical
protagonists themselves, especially by the railway workers in the years
1919-25.47 He is a subtle historian, so the retrospective knowledge of
failure, while noticeable, does not spoil the story’s unfolding. If, however,
we were to juxtapose Shafir’s work to Lockman’s, the conclusion would
have to be that by the time the Histadrut was founded in 1920, and as
it gained power, the principle of pure settlement had overwhelmingly
won the day, and the groups for which class and labour solidarity across
ethnic lines was paramount were very marginal. Can one in this light
seriously contemplate possibilities that existed on the margins? The answer
is not simple, and it is rather grim. Basically, as I think Lockman would
agree, Shafir’s structural explanation is correct and compounded by the
benefit of historical perspective: it is palpably clear that the pure settlement
structure was perpetuated and grew exponentially in scope and might,
and that therefore any universalist solidarity that breached the settler/
indigene faultline did not stand a chance.

And yet I think that there is much sense in what Lockman does in
both scholarly and political terms. Concerning historical writing in the
narrower sense, the inclusion of possibilities that existed on the margins
fashions a nuanced portrayal of the past that heeds the experience of the
historical actors themselves, whether they endeavoured to make these
possibilities come true or fought tooth and nail to foil them. But in the
wider significance that ‘doing’ history has, the highlighting rather than
discarding of possibilities on the margins is one of the main things we —
those of us in pursuit of radical history and politics — have at our disposal.
This was one of the chief points I was trying to make in the previous
chapter through Bernard Lazare and the conscious pariah in general: the
triumphant path of the sovereign settler is always strewn with alternatives,
which, however marginal(ized), are opened up by the conscious pariah.
To use Benjaminian language, in this world in which the state of emergency
is the rule rather than the exception, the recovery of a collection of possi-
bilities — unrealized, but real possibilities nonetheless — is perhaps not all
we have, but much of it. In the repository to which radical history and
politics turn for inspiration this collection of Benjaminian pearls must
surely occupy a special place.
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Chaim Arlosoroff’s ‘Exercise’ in
Comparative Settler Colonialism

Shafir and Lockman are of course absolutely convincing in their critique and
refutation of the dual society paradigm (and other articulations of the hege-
monic narrative) as well as in the alternatives they offer. There is a sense,
however, in which the dual society paradigm cannot be dismissed through
scholarly refutation, simply because it has won so mightily: the dual society
ideology is congruous with a material reality of which it is part and in the
reproduction of which it plays a role. Many pages could be filled with reasons
for this triumph. Suffice to say that since the final demise of the binational
option in the 1940s there has not been a single so-called peace proposal that
is not based on the logic of the dual society-cum-pure-settlement-colony.
This congruity of scholarship as ideology and the material reality which is
reproduced has a particular force. It stems from a frustrating paradox: the
dual society paradigm fails to explain how this hegemony came into being,
and yet come into being it forcefully did; there is a perverse way in which
the dual society cannot be dismissed because — however much racist and
colonial — it has come to prevail materially, ideologically and discursively.

While scores of pro-Zionist scholars have been at pains to suppress the
fact that the Palestinian Arabs are intrinsic to the nature of the Zionist project
and the settler-colonial aspect of it, a no less committed Zionist manifested
awareness of precisely that which would be later denied. This was Dr Chaim
Arlosoroff (1899-1933), by far the most intellectually capable politician of
note within labour Zionism; it is speculated that had it not been for his
untimely death he would have eclipsed Ben-Gurion (I myself doubt that
Arlosoroff possessed either Ben-Gurion’s knack for the organizaton and
mobilization of power or his utter ruthlessness). Chaim Arlosoroff is best
— almost only — known for his assassination in Tel Aviv on 16 June 1933;
the assassins remain unidentified. He was then the maverick of Zionist
politics, one of the leaders of the main labour party, Mapai, and head of
the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, basically a foreign minister.
At the time of his death Arlosoroff was in discussions with the Nazi leadership,
which were meant to enable emigrating German Jews to salvage at least
some of their wealth, provided its destination was Palestine. The revisionist
agitation against the negotiations and Arlosoroff personally peaked at that
time, though it has not been conclusively shown that the killers were
Revisionists. A book by Ben-Gurion’s biographer, Shabtai Teveth, on what
had become the Arlosoroff Affair (fifty years later), accused two R evisionists
and prompted Menachem Begin, then prime minister, to constitute a rather
idiotic — and needless to say unsuccessful — commission of inquiry that was
supposed to determine who had killed Arlosoroff.*®
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Chaim Viktor Arlosoroff was born in 1899 in Ukraine to well-off
middle-class parents, who spoke both Russian and German. He studied
Hebrew at home with a private tutor. The family fled to Konigsberg in
Germany in 1905 and during the First World War settled in Berlin. There
Arlosoroff became engrossed in two worlds: German letters and culture
through the Gymnasium he attended, and Zionism through Hapoel Hatzair.
The latter was an anti-Marxist and for the most part non-socialist party,
which was inspired by the Tolstoyan ‘Religion of Labour’ developed by
the Second Aliya’s father figure, A. D. Gordon. At the end of the War
he studied economics at Berlin University. In 1919, at the age of twenty,
he published his first work, Der jidische Volkssozialismus (‘Jewish people’s
socialism’), which amalgamated his intellectual and political sources of
inspiration: Marx, Kropotkin (to whose work Gustav Landauer had intro-
duced him), Russian Narodnik moods and German romanticism. In 1923
he submitted his doctoral dissertation on Marx’s concept of class and class
struggle, and was offered a university position by his adviser, Wemer
Sombart. Arlosoroff tumed down the offer and in 1924 emigrated to
Palestine .

In 1927 Arlosoroff published a remarkable essay in Hebrew, entitled
‘On the Question of Joint Organization’ (‘Le-she’elat ha-irgun ha-meshutaf’).
It appeared in Hapoel Hatzair’s daily newspaper and was included in the
collection of his works published shortly after his assassination.®® Lockman
has duly noticed this text,’! but it is significantly missing from Asher
Maniv’s edited selection of Arlosoroff’s work and Shlomo Avineri’s study
of his ideational world.

The context of the essay’s composition requires some clarification. The
foundation of the Histadrut in 1920 as the culmination of creating a pure
colony — it was explicitly created for ‘Hebrew’ workers rather than workers
in general — in the domain of labour reduced substantially the relevance
of Arab—Jewish working-class cooperation. At the same time, however,
several factors temporarily prevented the total erasure of what was subsumed
in contemporary discourse under the notion of ‘joint organization’ (irgun
meshutaf), that is, Arabs and Jews sharing one organizational framework
on the basis of class solidarity and betterment of conditions in the workplace.
The first factor was the alternative labour market sustained by the colonial
British state in Mandatory Palestine, especially the British-managed
Palestine Railways. The second was the fact that in the early 1920s the
nature of the Histadrut was still being contested by labour Zionism’s
shrinking leftist parties (the Socialist Workers’ Party, later the Palestine
Communist Party, and Poale Zion Smol - the left wing that remained
from the ruins of the Marxist-Zionist Poale Zion), which insisted that
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the Histadrut be committed, at least to some extent, to non-ethnic workers’
solidarity. By the late 1920s these oppositional parties had either dissolved
or were ousted from the organization by Ben-Gurion’s iron hand. Third
and last was a host of related issues: the increasingly active Palestinian
national movement, the attempt by the Mandatory government to establish
a legislative council for all the inhabitants of Palestine, and the growing
urban-based Palestinian working class.

In practical terms, the need to unionize the railway workers was what
gave rise to the question of joint organization; also incorporated into the
category of railway workers were the employees of the Mandatory govern-
ment’s postal and telegraph services.®? The immediate interest of the
Histadrut lay in the potential employment and membership that this sphere
of labour offered, and in the assumption that, if negotiating the betterment
of the Jewish workers’ conditions was to be successful, the Arab workers
could not be ignored. As secretary general, Ben-Gurion became intensely
active in this evolving affair, and it was he who, in the Histadrut’s
council meeting of January 1922, coined the term ‘joint organization’
of railway workers, which gradually came to embody the complex
problem of the universal commitment to workers’ solidarity versus the
ethnic commitment to pure settlement exclusion, that is, commitment
to Zionism. Ben-Gurion’s positions may ostensibly look vacillating and
perhaps even contradictory, but I believe that in fact they evince coherent
and consistent purposefulness.

Adopting a haughty rhetoric of a labour mission civilisatrice, Ben-Gurion
insisted that the destinies of the Arab and Jewish workers were inextricably
tied, and that it was labour Zionism’s duty to educate their Arab comrades
and teach them how to become self-aware and organized. His wish was
to have a union of railway workers divided into national sections, and to
have the members of the Jewish section become Histadrut members en
bloc. Speaking in the Histadrut’s name, Ben-Gurion even suggested at
the railway workers’ conference in 1922 that, if the Arab section took
time to evolve, individual Arab workers would be allowed to join the
Jewish section until there were enough of them to create their own
national section. Since it had already been decided that the Jewish section
within the railway workers’ union would automatically become also
Histadrut members, Shabtai Teveth infers that Ben-Gurion dramatically
decided to allow admission of Arab workers into the Histadrut and thereby
exceeded his authority concerning a most pivotal issue (lest the pure settle-
ment principle is forgotten, the organization’s full title was the General
Histadrut of the Hebrew Workers in Eretz Yisrael).>® It is doubtful, to put
it mildly, that Ben-Gurion ever contemplated the meaningful presence of
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Arab workers in the Histadrut, and in any case the result of the whole
process was a resounding defeat of the attempt to create non-ethnic solidarity
of settler and indigenous workers.

The Histadrut developed in two ways that made clear Ben-Gurion’s
true intentions. The first was the increasing intensity with which the
Histadrut’s leftist groups, which continued to strive for class solidarity and
removal of the ‘Hebrew’ adjective before ‘Workers’ and whose main
support came from the railway workers’ union, were broken up and their
members expelled. Without detailing his manoeuvres, this process of ejec-
tion, a purgation of the Histadrut i la pure settlement colony, makes it
clear that Ben-Gurion’s concem in bringing the railway workers into the
Histadrut’s fold did not stem from his belief in the shared destiny of all
workers, Arab and Jewish, but rather from the need to prepare for an
imminent showdown with the left. The organizational and numerical
strength of the left resided in the railway union which, from Ben-Gurion’s
vantage point, was far too independent for comfort. By the ostensibly
generous gesture of extending automatic Histadrut membership to railway
union members, Ben-Gurion could have the leftists under his thumb,
subvert the composition of the railway union council by infiltrating Histadrut
loyalists, and shift crucial votes to other Histadrut forums, which he
controlled and which railway union members were now obliged to obey.

The second significant aspect of the Histadrut’s development was
expressed in its 1924 annual conference, which came to be known in
labour Zionist lore as the Ein Harod conference (taking its name from
the kibbutz where it was held). The Histadrut’s fault line was drawn by
Shlomo Kaplansky on the left and Ben-Gurion on the right. Both were
hailed veterans of the Second Aliya, but Kaplansky represented what
remained of the spirit of Poale Zion, a party in which Ben-Gurion wrought
havoc almost from the moment he had joined it in 1906. The bone of
contention was the British proposal to establish a legislative council in
Mandatory Palestine for all its inhabitants on the basis of the existing
demographic configuration. Kaplansky was in favour of the proposal. He
thought that if such a parliament reflected the Arab majority it would be
democratically correct, that certain mechanisms could be found to hinder
the possible tyranny of that majority, and that it was high time that an
understanding was reached with the local national movement, however
much it might be deemed ‘reactionary’, ‘inauthentic’, led by ‘feudal
effendis’, or guided by ‘obscurantist clerics’.

Ben-Gurion’s rejection of Kaplansky’'s speech and suggestions was
revealing of his fundamental political principles. He was throughout his
career adamant not to allow any recognition of Palestine’s Arab majority
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as a static state of affairs; that is, Arab demographic majority was for him
a transitory phase because they could be transferred on opportune occasions
(like wars) and because Jewish immigration would increase on other oppor-
tune occasions (like anti-Semitic pressure). He was concerned the legislative
council would be precisely that: an institution that would reflect not only
the Arab demographic majority but also the fact that the Arabs had national
- not just civil — collective rights and presence in Palestine. Ben-Gurion
preferred that the question of parliament vanish altogether, but since it
was incumbent upon him to set out an explicit position at the conference,
he proposed that the legislative council should be formed on the basis of
parity between the two nations. As for the need to reach an agreement
with the Arab national movement and its leadership, Ben-Gurion employed
every trick in the book to avoid doing so, from a spurious white man’s
burden (‘we’ cannot reach a true understanding with the Arabs until ‘we’
help them become civilized and progressive, and until ‘we’ help transform
their national movement so that it is led by workers rather than effendis
and clerics), through settler-colonial superciliousness to outright cynicism
and procrastination. This he did by means of what Teveth calls the ‘class
formula’.

Ben-Gurion’s class formula, which he systematically laid out at the Ein
Harod conference in the course of a 135-minute speech, insisted that ‘the
easy and short path’ to the reactionary, exploitative and inauthentic national
Arab movement, led as it was by landowning effendis and poisonous
clerics, may be Kaplanky’s, but not his.

Ben-Gurion’s path was arduous and, most crucially, long — very long,
indeed indefinitely long: cooperation with the Arab worker would take
place solely within the framework of ‘an inter-national workers’ alliance’
(inter-national meant two separate national units, not internationalist). Only
when the Arab national movement is led by workers, proclaimed Ben-
Gurion, will such an understanding be possible. Why the need to stall?
Ben-Gurion’s vision of how the Zionist project would come to fruition
was in essence no different from Jabotinsky’s ‘Iron Wall' metaphor in his
1923 article of the same name, which recognized the genuine resistance
of indigenous people to the threat of external dispossession and the
corresponding solution of erecting an iron wall — ‘the strengthening in
Palestine of a government without any kind of Arab influence’. Where
Ben-Gurion differed from Jabotinsky was in his view that it was unwise
openly to define the reality in Palestine as a conflict between a settler-
national movement versus an indigenous one until the Yishuv became
ineradicably solid.>* The class formula was an expedient rationale for stalling,
crafted as it was in a language perfectly appropriate to Ben-Gurion’s
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institutional position as secretary general of the Histadrut. For Ben-Gurion
such language was expedient; he dropped it like a hot potato as soon as
he could.

Arlosoroff’s 1927 essay setting out his intervention in the joint organization
debate demonstrates in an original way that the leading labour Zionists had
acquired a white settler consciousness: what this essay shows is that the
perspective from which Arosoroff analysed the joint organization complex
and the course of action he proposed represented the perspective of a white
settler who looks at other settler situations for instructive analogies. His essay
reacted not only to the context just charted but also specifically to Ben-
Gurion’s Ein Harod speech. Arlosoroff distinguished his own analysis
from the hopelessly ideology-ridden positions of his colleagues, including
Ben-Gurion’s, and recommended it for its scientific factuality as well as its
comparative perspective. For Arlosoroff there was one, and only one, criterion
by which the worthiness of joint organization ought to be judged:

Can the joint organization nullify the competition between the expensive
and modern Hebrew labour and the cheap and primitive Arab labour
and [thereby] create more amenable conditions for the collective of
Hebrew workers in their war for the conquest of labour . . .? The
answer to this question — rather than a pre-conceived doctrine — will
determine our verdict on the method of joint organization.*

This clear formulation vindicates, first of all, Sternhell’s thesis that what
labour Zionism offered in both practice and ideology was nationalist socialism,
almost completely devoid of any humanistic and universalist appeal or
content.> Arlosoroff attributed no value whatsoever to joint organization,
even in its pure settlement garb of division into autonomous ethnic sections,
unless it could be shown to contribute to colonization (of labour in this
case), immigration (by guaranteeing wages that were commensurate at least
with the more modest European economies) and settlement. Developing
a detailed analysis based on substantial economic data, he argued that joint
organization would not only fail to enhance the Zionist colonization of
Palestine, but in certain respects would even hinder it. As far as wages
were concerned, Arlosoroff questioned the assumption that joint struggle
would necessarily result in an upswing in the sphere of labour generated
by the Mandatory state. He maintained that there was no uniform result
in such struggle, and that wages would always depend on the nature of
‘an actual national economy and its objective capacity’.

While Arlosoroff agreed with Otto Bauer’s observation that the joint
organization and action of the German and Czech workers in their
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respective parts of Bohemia would be mutually beneficial,’” he insisted
that this was the wrong analogy for Palestine. The hypothetical analogy
that, according to Arlosoroff, illustrated the futility of joint organization
was the migration of a few tens of thousands of American or Australian
workers to Poland. When these American workers unionized, they would
instantly face the competition of cheaper labour from the indigenous
Polish workers. ‘What would we say if these American workers seriously
suggested to solve the problem by uniting with the Polish workers in
order [to obtain] an American wage-level? We would say that such a
suggestion was to no avail.”® Arlosoroff’s point was that inter-ethnic joint
organization could work in different regions of national economies like
‘the unified Austrian economic domain’ that Bauer examined — but not
in the type of economy represented in Mandate Palestine. In the latter
case, Arlosoroff pointed out, there are two economies that are simulta-
neously very different yet porous to one another; these were what he
called ‘the native economy’ (mesheq ha-aretz) and ‘the settler economy’
(mesheq ha-hityashvut). The former was a primitive Eastern economy whereas
the latter a relatively advanced European one. And while it was true that
with time the latter could transform the former, Palestine was still at the
phase at which the Polish hypothetical analogy obtained.*

Arlosoroff then outlined what he considered to be a second problem
emanating from the route to joint organization, a problem that would make
joint organization not only unhelpful for the Zionist colonization of Palestine
and enhanced Jewish immigration (as mentioned above, his starting point
for considering the desirability of joint organization), but, worse, disadvan-
tageous to the Hebrew worker.® Even if one accepted that equal and higher
wages could be achieved through joint organization, he wrote, one would
have to concede that such equality was nominal rather than real, by which
he did not mean that inflation adjustment was required. Rather, what
Arlosoroff meant was that the two sets of workers — indigenes and settlers
— were at two different historical stages in the evolution of the working
class. With few exceptions, the Arab workers did not yet constitute a fully
developed working class because they had not undergone the stage of
complete estrangement from their rural origin. ‘The Palestinian Arab worker
. . . is for the most part a peasant [fallah] whose farm is toiled by his family
or co-villagers’, Arlosoroff elaborated, ‘and he migrates to the adjacent
Hebrew colony [moshava — the First Aliya ethnic plantation] in order to
work for wage. He does not have to use his labour-profit for accommodation,
clothing or subsistence. He mostly accumulates his money, and having saved
a certain amount he invests his money in his farm.’!

In stark contrast, the Hebrew worker is not only at a higher level of
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political awareness and has loftier social and cultural needs, but also for
obvious reasons is not a part of a rural hinterland. His real wage is therefore
that of the bare minimum for survival. When employment is dire, this
difference of what in reality is wage-for-savings versus wage-for-survival
will put the Arab worker in an insurmountably advantageous position
because he will be able to absorb a reduced wage, that is, save less and
still have a higher wage than prior to the joint organization, and therefore
be more competitive than the Jewish worker. The result will be severely
detrimental for the Hebrew workers and will sharpen national antagonism.®
‘As Otto Bauer proved in his thorough book on the question of nation-
alism’, Arlosoroff concluded, ‘every social and economic collision among
workers of a different kind becomes devoid, under such circumstances,
of social and economic content and appears in its national guise. The
contradiction of economic interests must then become a national war.”

Clearly, then, Arlosoroff put his weight behind the complete rejection
of joint organization with the Arab workers. His preferred course of action
was introduced, in the latter part of the essay, through analogy, but this
time actual rather than hypothetical:

I think it is worth trying to find an equivalent to our problem in the
annals of settlement of other countries, and to explain our situation by
deduction. This is not easy. There is hardly an example of this [the
Zionist] endeavour of a colonizing people [‘am mityashev] with a Euro-
pean level of needs, which does not resort to enforcement measures
and its purpose is to transform a country, in which there is a low level
of wage . . . into a site of mass immigration and mass settlement.*

Arlosoroff first lists the settler-colonial examples that have no use when
considering the particular question of the interaction of settler workers
and native workers in the Mandate Palestine labour market. The US was
not an adequate comparison, and neither were New Zealand and Australia,
‘since they nipped this problem in the bud through a fervent policy of
“White Australia™.®® He then asserts that South Africa is

almost the only case in which there is sufficient similarity in the objective
conditions and problems so as to allow us an analogy. To prevent
misunderstanding in advance, it should be stressed that we know full
well the different factors at work in the two countries’ conditions, and
that we do not wish to attempt here [to create a similar] political
construction, but only to compare to one another the polar points in
the two countries’ economies.%
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Arlosoroff maintains that, as in Palestine, there emerged in late nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century South Africa a labour market that
consisted of a minority of white workers who were unable to compete
with the vast majority of Asian and African workers and whose material
expectations and needs were much higher. The gaps were especially
substantial, Arlosoroff says, and much greater between the ‘Anglo-Saxons’
and the ‘Bantu-Negroes’ than between Jews and non-Jews in Palestine;
the problem was therefore even more serious in South Africa than in
Palestine. Eventually the solution came to be the Colour Bar laws, which
were introduced as a result of the political weight of the South African
labour party and trade unions. These laws excluded all the non-Europeans
from the skilled, supervisory and better-paid labour, and preserved that
domain for Europeans only. Arlosoroff remarks that ‘it is not important
whether we reject this politics . . . or justify it . . . It is important here
to highlight the economic reasons and social relations that led, rightly or
wrongly, to the promulgation of Colour Bar laws.’®’

Arlosoroff’s conclusion issued from the South African analogy and from
an article by Lord Sidney Oliver, who combined Fabianism with colo-
nialism. In that article Lord Sidney Oliver recommended an absolute
separation, ‘Segregation’ he called it, of whites and blacks.%® Arlosoroff
asserted that in the coming decades the only way to achieve the fulfilment
of Zionism would be completely to forsake any notion of joint organization
(joint anything, really), and stiffen the separation into two economies,
one modern, well paid and conducive to an enhanced immigration of
settlers, and the other undeveloped and low paid, which would enable
the settlers continuously to exclude the indigenous workers from their
labour market.*®® Certain data offered by Lockman suggest that the compar-
ison could be carried further. Although no Colour Bar ever existed in
Palestine or was proposed as such, the WZO and the Histadrut pressured
the British administration, after the economic crisis of 1925, to raise the
wages of unskilled Jewish workers above those of Arabs in the public
sphere of the Mandatory state. The British officials resisted this pressure,
arguing that such a rise would favour Jewish over Arab labour and increase
labour costs. Yet Lockman identifies a wages commission report of 1928,
which discerns effectively four levels of wages for unskilled labour: rural
Arab workers were paid 12—-15 piastres a day, urban Arab workers 14—
17 piastres, Jewish Histadrut members 28-30 piastres, and non-unionized
Jewish workers 15-30 piastres.”

Finally, Arlosoroff not only adumbrated Arab—Jewish relations mainly
in terms of a national conflict between settlers and indigenes, he explicitly
said s0.”! How far he was willing to go can be gauged from a letter he
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wrote to Chaim Weizmann five years after the essay in question, on 30
June 1932. Arlosoroff sensed an impending international crisis that might
lead to a world war. Anxious about the consequences of such a crisis for
the Zionist venture, he outlined four courses of action that were open
to it. The fourth, an outburst of Schmittian decisionism, was the real
reason for writing the letter:

The fourth possible conclusion is that in present circumstances it is not
possible to realise Zionism without an interim period during which the
Jewish minority will govern through an organized revolutionary rule;
that it is not possible to obtain a Jewish majority or even a {demographic]
balance of the two nations through aliya and systematic settlement, without
an interim period of a nationalist [le’umanif] minority government, which
will seize the state apparatus, administration and military power, in order
to prevent the peril of takeover by the non-Jewish majority and a revolt
against us (Which we shan’t be able to suppress unless the state apparatus
and military power are in our hands). During this interim period a system-
atic policy of development, aliya and settlement will be carried out.”

Conclusion: A Note on the Genealogy
of Early Zionist Settlement

An account of the chain of ideas, settlement theories and settlement practices
that wound up in the foundation of the cooperative settlements (kvutza,
kibbutz and moshav in this chronological order from 1908 to 1925) is a
fitting conclusion for this chapter. Common knowledge has it that the
kibbutz originated from an astonishing socialist experimentation with an
ideology the settlers (pioneers, or chalutzim) had acquired in Europe. Even
someone as astutely prophetic and sober as Arendt thought that the kibbutzim
were marvellous. That this rendering accords the settlers not only a central
role but also hyper-agency is hardly surprising, for these settlers were
members of the Second and Third Aliyas, that is, the ruling political elite
of the Yishuv (from the 1920s onward), the WZO and Jewish Agency
(from the 1930s on) and the state of Israel (1948-77). However, there is
solid scholarship that seriously questions this story and offers a threefold
correction: it tempers the settlers’ hyper-agency by underscoring the pivotal
role played by the German Jewish settlement experts; it shows that the
decisive factors were the conditions and desire of colonization; that, even
in terms of ideational flow from Europe to Palestine, what we have is ideas
of colonization and race rather than socialism.

In the mid 1980s two geographers of the Hebrew University, Shalom
Reichman and Shlomo Hasson, published a revealing article on the
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formative influence of the pre-First World War colonization project of
the German Reich in the Posen (Poznan in Polish) province of the east
Prussian marches, upon the early phase of the Zionist colonization effort
in Palestine.” A sizeable chunk of the east Prussian marches, the Ostmark,
had been appropriated when Poland was partitioned in the late eighteenth
century. In the latter decades of the nineteenth century three of the
Ostmark provinces — Eastern and Western Prussia, and Silesia — had a
German majority; only the fourth, Posen, had a Polish majority of roughly
60 per cent. Posen was identified by the Germans as a centre of Polish
nationalism. The purpose of the state project — the wider background of
which was the crisis of German agriculture and the attendant Landflucht
(land flight) — was to effect a demographic transformation in Posen first
and foremost, and in the Ostmark more generally, by dispossessing the
Polish majority of its hold on the land and settling Germans in their
stead.”

The process began in 1886 with the Prussian Diet’s promulgation of
the Colonization Law, and the creation of the main instrument to imple-
ment it, namely, the Colonization Commission (Ansiedlungskommission).
The Commission’s chief task was to purchase large portions of land, in
particular from the big German and Polish landowners, and financially
facilitate the establishment of small and medium-size German colonies. A
fund of 100 million marks was provided, and was regularly replenished
in the next two decades.” ‘The German method of settlement’, observe
Reichman and Hasson,

was intended to produce a new space that on the one hand would
check the geographical expansion of the Poles and on the other would
strengthen the German presence in the area. To attain this goal the
German Colonization Commission embarked on a comprehensive
program that included land purchasing, planning and development, land
parcelling, selling and renting land to German colonists, and provision
of administrative services and guidelines for new colonists.”

Of crucial importance for this discussion is the Commission’s attitude to
labour. It subdivided the large estates it had purchased into two types
of colonies. One was the farm, in which each settler received an area
of 10-15 hectares, and the other was the working people’s colony, where
settlers employed in nearby cities were apportioned allotments of 0.5-1.5
hectares for garden produce. As for the first type of colony, the farm,
‘[the main principle underlying the choice of this size was that it would
provide for the subsistence of one family without the help of hired labor.
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This was intended to prevent the employment of Polish labor in areas
settled by Germans’.” The German colonization project was ultimately
unsuccessful, for, although it purchased substantial tracts of land and settled
large numbers of Germans, it could not transform the Ostmark’s — especially
Posen’s — demography nor remove the Poles. The latter, creating their
own institutions, fought back effectively, and the former’s immigration
to the area and settlement in it was offset by emigration from it.

The German project and the Colonization Commission had a formative
impact upon the Zionist project in four related ways: the impact of the
German project resulted in the decisive rejection of the French model
that had been introduced by the Rothschild experts; it accorded primacy
to national colonization over economic profitability; it accorded primacy
to (an equivalent of) the state and its bureaucracy over the market and
private capitalists; and it implanted in the WZO what Shafir perceptively
calls the pure settlement frame of mind.” The agents of this formative
impact were two German Jewish settlement experts, Franz Oppenheimer
(1864-1943) and, perhaps the single most important individual for the
Zionist settlement in Palestine, Arthur Ruppin (1876—-1943). In the back-
ground one might add the botanist Otto Warburg (1859-1938), head of
the Zionist Executive Committee and chairman of the Palestine Land
Development Company.

Oppenheimer was a physician who gradually discarded medicine to
become a prominent professor of sociology. His thoughts on settlement
formed part of the liberal socialists’ (as distinguished from the social democ-
rats’) responses to the agrarian crisis in late nineteenth-century Germany.
The common ideational denominator of these responses was their indebt-
edness to the American political economist Henry George’s 1879 book
Progress and Poverty, the thesis of which was to generate large revenue for
the state by taxing the excessive land rent of idle landowners. German
land reform theorists like Michael Fliischeim, who advocated the nation-
alization of land and establishment of colonies on collectively owned land,
and Adolf Damaschke, who rejected nationalization, had been influenced
by George, as had been the Austrian Theodor Hertzka, Herzl’s colleague
at the Neue Freie Presse, who in 1890 published a utopian novel entitled
Freiland. In the novel’s utopian colony in Kenya, cultivation and production
would be carried out by ‘self governing associations’ and ‘every inhabitant
in Freeland [would have] an equal and inalienable claim upon the whole
of the land, and upon the means of production accumulated by the
community’.”

Like other German liberal socialists who followed Henry George,
Oppenheimer was a member of the Berlin Freiland society and a close
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friend of Damschke, of whom he was nonetheless critical for diluting
George’s prescriptions. In addition to his ideational genealogy, Oppen-
heimer’s theory was informed by his decade-long experience (1886-96)
as a physician in a province in the Ostmark. That experience, with George
and the German reformers looming large, led him to pin the blame for
much of the agrarian crisis on the Junkers’ monopoly over land ownership
and the income derived from its rent. He prescribed a medication, which
was essentially an amalgam of public landownership and cooperative settle-
ment. Herzl successfully lured Oppenheimer into joining the WZO, and
paraded him at the 1903 Sixth Congress. Even though it had been
conceived for Germany’s eastern frontier, Oppenheimer’s programme was
adopted by the WZO as a model for overseas colonization in either Africa
or Palestine.® In 1911 this model served as the framework for the coop-
erative settlement of Merhavia in the Jezreel Valley; it would later become
a kibbutz, of which Golda Meirson became a member in the early 1920s.

Aware of Oppenheimer’s ideas, and much more thoroughly shaped by
the Posen project, was Arthur Ruppin. Ruppin was born in Posen itself,
though his family moved away when he was a child. A crisis in his family’s
finances forced Ruppin to leave school at the age of fifteen. He nonetheless
managed to enrol in university, studying law in Berlin and Halle, but
considered it a practical necessity, in the same way that Max Nordau and
Oppenheimer viewed the study of medicine. Ruppin’s real passion lay in
political economy and social studies, and his hope was to become an
expert for the betterment of society through public (i.e., state) service.
His political leaning combined social democracy and social Darwinism.
As a good German Hegelian, Ruppin firmly believed in the ultimate
guidance of the state, as well as the fundamental place of the peasant and
agriculture in the national edifice. In the 1900s he was increasingly drawn
to Zionism and, given his immense gift for organization, soon became a
prominent technocrat. In 1907 he migrated to Palestine, where in 1909
he established the Palestine Land Development Company (PLDC) and
headed up the Palestine Office, in which capacities he was answerable to
the PLDC chairman Warburg (a member of the famous German Jewish
banking family and president of the WZO in the 1910s) in Germany.®
Ruppin was a founding member of Brit Shalom from the 1920s but left
it early on.

Before proceeding with the formative impact of the German colonization
project in the Ostmark on the foundation of the cooperative settlements,
it is important briefly to mention recent work on Ruppin, especially a
striking article by Etan Blum.®2 Ruppin’s role in the colonization of
Palestine was so pivotal that he is known in Zionist Israeli lore as ‘the
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father of Jewish settlement in the land of Israel’. In addition to settlement,
which we shall see slightly later, he was also responsible for the historical
alliance within Zionism between the nationalist bourgeoisie and the labour
movement, and for the agreement with the Nazis on the transfer of
German Jews and their capital to Mandate Palestine (the same agreement
in which Arlosoroff was involved). While a leading Zionist, he was engaged
in intensive scholarly research and was considered an international authority
on the social scientific study (including statistics) of the Jews. At the same
time, he is presented in that historiography as a ‘progressive official’, an
external, apolitical expert. Blum challenges this view. Informed by
Bourdieu, he shows that Ruppin was one of the central creators of the
modern Hebrew habitus, and reconstructs Ruppin’s Weltanschauung (despite
considerable efforts, Ruppin never managed to master Hebrew; he himself
insisted on the German term rather than its somewhat lame translation as
world view, which reflected for him ‘Jewish passivity’).®

Ruppin’s Weltanschauung was social Darwinism and its formation
occurred, in the 1890s and 1900s, within a budding interdisciplinary
paradigm that became known as Eugenics or Racial Hygiene (Rassen-
hygiene). One of Ruppin’s mentors was a central promulgator of the
new paradigm in Germany, the blond, blue-eyed biologist Ernst Haeckel,
whom Ruppin described in his diary as ‘the marvellous German type’.
Haeckel’s mission was to disseminate ‘Darwinism as a Weltanschauung’.3
From Ruppin’s early work in the early 1900s, it is clear that he adhered
to a rigid biological determinism of race, whereby ‘we are connected
to our predecessors not through the spiritual tradition but through the
continuity of the primordial substance that exists in our body’.%* His
reflections on the superhuman (Ubermensch) resulted in his conclusion
that such a man should develop only among his physical type,* from
which view the shift to the idea of racial purity needed just a nudge.
What made Ruppin concern himself for the rest of his life with the
correction and betterment of ‘the Jewish race’ was the anti-Semitic
rejection by his beloved German nation and homeland. The poem
Ruppin penned at the nadir of his realization, “Without Homeland’,
conveys this rejection and swift passage to Zionism.®’

It cannot be sufficiently emphasized that Ruppin’s path was so typical
of many Central European nominal Jews: not from Judaism to Zionism
but the other way around. This is an important point. The unchallenged
assumption that Zionism is somehow a natural and obvious emanation from
Judaism is severely questioned by such Central European nominal Jews as
Herzl and Ruppin. They were completely alienated from Judasim and knew
very little about it. Their rejection by an increasingly anti-Semitic society
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made them convert to Zionism, which was an adequate substitution to
the Romantic nationalism that had not wanted them. This was what
defined their Jewishness. Their turn to Zionism, in other words, was
never mediated by Judaism; however, the fact that they were Jews only
nominally didn’t matter to the anti-Semites.

Ruppin’s mission was now to transform the Jewish race by renewing
the purity it once knew how to preserve, and he explicitly follows Houston
Stewart Chamberlain here. Chamberlain (1855-1927) was a British popu-
larizer of philosophy and history, who at an early age became enchanted
with German culture, and an admirer of Richard Wagner, whose daughter
Eva he married. His ideas on Romantic pan-German nationalism as well
as anti-Semitic pronouncements were read by Ruppin. One of the main
tasks Ruppin set himself was the eradication of the Jews’ ‘commercial
instinct’, responsible for their excessive fondness of Mammon. On this
question he adopted the thesis of the pro-Zionist economist Werner
Sombart (as mentioned, Arlosoroff’s adviser in the 1920s), whom he had
met at Berlin University. The key to dealing with the ‘commercial instinct’,
which Ruppin related, crucially, to the ‘Semitic element’, was to preserve
racial purity and eschew racial mixture (Rassenvermischung).®® This was
systematized in his The Sociology of the Jews, which appeared first in German
and was promptly translated by Y. H. Brenner into Hebrew in the early
1930s,% a period in which Ruppin also met for a conversation on race
with Himmler’s mentor, Professor Hans F. K. Giinther.”® Ruppin’s
diagnosis was that the original Jewish Volk (Urjude), which had belonged
to Indo-European tribes, deteriorated because of the increasing presence
of the Semitic element in its body, through intermingling with the Oriental
type in particular. The Semitic component in the Jewish race gradually
became dominant, extricated the Jews from nature, from their soil and
their productive agricultural way of life, and infused into them the insatiable
‘commercial instinct’ as early as the First Temple era (i.e., before the first
century CE).*!

‘The racist accusations that had threatened Ruppin within German
society’, Blum avers, ‘regarding the Jews’ materialism and excessive
economic greed, he now applied, from his Hebraic (non-Semitic) perspec-
tive, to “the Semitic races”: the Jews of the East and the Arabs’.*> His
plan to remove the Semitic component — or at least reduce its presence
— from the Jewish Volk, since that component was dysgenic, was predicated
upon identifying a human reservoir from which to effect the renewal of
a purer, more Indo-Germanic, Jewish race, one whose contact with its
original soil would release ‘the springs of natural sensation’ (Naturempfinden).
That reservoir, Ruppin determined, was East European Jewry, within
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which non-Semitic elements were discernible. Haeckel and H. S. Cham-
berlain looming large in his research, Ruppin asserted that the Middle
Eastern and Sephardi Jews did not exhibit the same signs of eugenic
renewal that was evident in their East European race-relatives; worse,
they showed signs of being in the process of biological degeneration. He
never tired of categorically underscoring the superiority of the Ashkenazis
over the Mizrahim and Sephardim in creativity, mathematical skills, and
hygiene; and, above all, he emphasized the superiority of the Ashkenazi
bio-mystic force called Lebenszdhigkeit (roughly speaking, ‘life-tenaciousness’),
equipped with which the Volk would be able to successfully navigate
through the Daseinskampf (war of survival). Ruppin’s ultimate conclusion
was that the Jewish type par excellence — the Ashkenazi Jew — was closer
to the Indo-Germanic races than the Semitic ones.” (As already pointed
out in the previous chapter, there were other bourgeois Jews and non-
Jews — real like George Eliot and Gershom Scholem, and fictional like
Daniel Deronda — from Western and Central Europe, to whom the East
European Jews seemed most ‘authentic’.)

So obsessed was Ruppin with race that, just a few days before his death
in 1943 and with the Judaeocide in Europe peaking, he began to write
an introduction for a study on the Jewish race, based on a taxonomy of
noses. His samples were the facial features of various Zionist figures.*

Ruppin was not just a theoretician but also an active settler-colonial
official, who was in a position to implement his research. From the outset
his Palestine Office worked with much vigour to create a community of
settlers that would consist of human beings of a higher type (hoherer
Menschentyp). He applied a strict process of selection to the candidates for
immigration when they were still in their countries of origin. Statistics
over a two-year period (1912—-14) show that above 80 per cent of those
who had applied for immigration were rejected by Ruppin. Even those
who had been selected but contracted serious illnesses or were severely
injured while in Palestine were sent back by the Palestine Office to their
ports of departure. Blum observes that

Ruppin’s methods of operation were part of his comprehensive culture
planning, in the framework of which he established a network of training
farms and agricultural settlements, in order to facilitate a pincer move-
ment: the control of land acquired by the Zionist movement, and the
creation, through intensive selection, of ‘the human matter’ that would
form the dominant racial component of the old-new Jewish race, a
* 95

component he called ‘the Maccabian Type’.
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Evidence for the extent to which the German colonization project in
Posen and Eastern Prussia in general informed Ruppin consists both of
explicit statements by him that this was the case, and structural similarities
between the Prussian and Zionist colonization projects. On several
occasions Ruppin stated his indebtedness to the German venture. In the
PLDC foundation prospectus of 1909 he explained that ‘in its work the
Company will assume the methods used by the German “Land Bank”,
the Polish “Ziemsky Bank” [a counter-colonization bank] and the Prussian
Colonization Commission, which are engaged in a colonization process
in the east Prussian provinces’. The tasks and methods of the PLDC were
formulated along the lines of its German Colonization Commission model
right down to the sizes of farms, which were identical to their Posen
equivalents: 1525 hectares per farmer-settler, and 0.5-1.5 per settler living
in a working people’s colony and employed in a nearby city.* The PLDC
Chairman Warburg was, like Ruppin, unequivocal: ‘We do not propose
new ways, new experiments whose nature is unknown. We assume instead
the Prussian colonization method as it has been practiced in the last ten
years by the Colonization Commission’.”’

Reichman and Hasson offer a meticulous survey of the structural ways
— both conceptual and actual — in which the Posen model guided Ruppin
in particular and the more general thrust of the WZO settlement drive
before the First World War.”® One of the most crucial features they unwit-
tingly uncover is, to use Shafir’s term, the ‘pure settlement’ frame of mind
of the WZO experts. I say unwittingly, because Reichman and Hasson,
as well as Penslar ~ whose chapter on Ruppin, cited above, confirms
Blum’s verdict on Zionist historians’ failure to address Ruppin’s racist
sensibilities — write from a clearly Zionist perspective. The result is rather
curious. Although the material they themselves furnish, and not infrequently
even their own analyses, show how both projects — Prussian and Zionist
— were colonial, something happens to the model upon travelling from
the Ostmark to Palestine: it ceases being colonial and mysteriously becomes
something else, which is non-colonial. Shafir is only too well aware of
this, and tellingly entitles his review of Penslar’s study on the German
settlement technocrats ‘Tech for Tech’s Sake’.”

Two principles evinced the pure settlement vision that underpinned
Ruppin’s colonizing approach; these in turn were congruous with the
spatial concept of the German Colonization Commission. ‘One’, Reichman
and Hasson elaborate, ‘was to avoid penetration into areas densely inhabited
by another national group, and the other was to form contiguous blocks
of settlements’.'® Ruppin made this patently clear in a letter to the Zionist
executive, headed by Warburg: ‘For systematic colonization work we



86 THE RETURNS OF ZIONISM

need large contiguous areas, not too far from the harbours and railroads;
such land can be found only among the large estate owners’.!” It is striking
in this context how Reichman and Hasson cannot — or choose not to —
see that Ruppin was actually guided by the colonial notion of the pure
settlement colony. They summarize:

Given these similarities to the principles outlined by the German
[Colonization] Commission, it appears that Ruppin’s knowledge of
the situation in Posen had a direct bearing on the policy developed in
Palestine. In both areas a deliberate geographical policy was adopted to
attain demographic supremacy on a regional scale. The major difference
was in the degree of closure of the settlement system, that is, the degree
of inclusiveness of other national groups. Contrary to the German
Commission, which sought to dominate the Poles politically as well as
economically, the Zionist Organization aimed at [now they quote
Ruppin] ‘the creation of a Jewish milieu and of a closed Jewish economy,
in which producers, consumers and middlemen shall all be Jewish’.!®

The first cooperative settlements, of the kvutza-type, were created at
the southem tip of Lake Galilee as a result of Ruppin’s initiative and with
Oppenheimer’s model in mind in the 1900s. The settlers were the agri-
cultural workers of the Second Aliya, with whom Ruppin had struck an
alliance. He offered to them a way out of their failure in the Conquest
of Labour, which by the mid 1900s was evident, by opening up another
route: the Conquest of Land, which contained the principle of pure settle-
ment colony in the spheres of both land and labour. The esteem in which
the workers held Ruppin is indicated by his burial in Degania, founded
in 1908-9 just south of Lake Galilee, and considered the ‘Mother of
Kvutzot and Kibbutzim’, and by the fact that the Jerusalem thoroughfare
leading to the Knesset is named Arthur Ruppin Boulevard.

The input of the Second Aliya agricultural settlers into the kvutza was
not and could not have been socialist, simply because they were not at
all socialist and had little knowledge of that particular tradition. The main
form of collective organization of which they were aware was the Russian
artel, originally a medieval corporate form, which with industrialization
became a loose form of labourers’ association in Russian cities and was
spread by the Narodniks. The introduction of socialist and even Marxist
possibilities occurred only with the arrival of the Third Aliya in the period
1918-23 and the creation of the kibbutz upon an already existing
foundation of cooperative settlements.!®

Shafir confirms the argument that the kibbutz was first and foremost
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a colonizing tool for the formation of a settler project, and that it was
based to a considerable degree on social and ethnic exclusion. He observes:

[T]he national character of the kibbutz was its foundation and raison
d’étre and determined its composition, and in part its structure. The
kibbutz became the most homogeneous body of Israeli society: it
included almost exclusively Eastern European Jews, since it was unwilling
to embrace Middle Eastern and North African Jews, and was constructed
on the exclusion of Palestinian Arabs. I tried in this study to give these
two groups their due place in the kibbutz’s prehistory, since the former,
having been allowed only the most limited access to the JNF’s land,
and the latter, no access at all, are missing from the kibbutz’s history.
The kibbutz was built on such land and hence became the real nucleus
of Israeli state formation, despite the fact kibbutz members always
constituted a distinct minority of the Jews in Palestine.'®

I'd like finally to return to Ruppin’s relations with the East European
settlers of the Second Aliya. These relations were not coincidental, nor
did they stem in an ad hoc fashion from circumstances Ruppin and the
settlers encountered in Palestine. Rather, these relations were the product
of Ruppin’s ambitious project of culture planning. I have explored Ruppin’s
race and eugenic theory and practice; now I turn to a related source of
inspiration, a discipline that also appeared in late nineteenth-century
Germany, labour science (Arbeitwissenschaff). An anti-socialist discipline,
one of its main products was a new model of labour relations named the
Stumm system, after the big steel industrialist Carl Ferdinand von Stumm,
which prevailed in most of Germany’s large plants. The managers in this
system offered to productive and obedient workers a safety net of social
and economic support, in order to attract loyal workers who would form
a ‘labour tribe’ (Arbeiterstamm), thereby undermining the trade unions.
The Stumm system inculcated in workers the assumption that hard labour
and iron discipline, which yield productivity, reflect virtuous moral dispo-
sitions. The system also predicted that this process of selection, which
would weed out ‘problematic’ workers, would be achieved by the workers
themselves.!® Blum conjectures that Ruppin had consciously selected the
Stumm system to shape his relations with the Second Aliya settlers in the
training farms and agricultural settlements, in order to attain the colonization
of Palestine and creation of a human nucleus for the betterment, indeed
transformation, of the Jewish Volk.!%

This chapter has demonstrated the suitability of the framework of
comparative settler colonialism for understanding the Zionist colonization
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of Palestine and the formation of the state of Israel. It has done so in two
main ways. One was the structural placement of the Zionist project within
the existing scholarly field of comparative settler colonialism. The other
way was to consider the perspective of prominent contemporaries like
Arlosoroff and Ruppin. This has brought to the fore the extent to which
they were cognizant of the fact that theirs was a settler venture which
was comparable with others, and of what could be learned from other
settler situations. Given the power and prevalence of the manner in which
the Zionist Israel project tells its own story, the chapter has put forth an
alternative story and the language to recount it.
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The Foundational Myth of Zionism:
Politics, Ideology and Scholarship

A Working Definition

For largely practical reasons, the method and presentation of this chapter
involves the collapse of any separation between the subject — the foundational
myth itself — and the infinite variety of references to it in literary, scholarly,
ideological and political texts. When dealing with an event (e.g., the 1948
war), an institution (the Histadrut) or even a concrete text (Altneuland),
it is relatively simple to convey and grasp distinctions between the subject
in and of itself and expressions that refer to it, and also between the
contemporary sources and more temporally distant studies. However,
the myth of a moderm movement forbids such distinctions. To accord
the myth existence which is distinguishable from articulations of it, be
they in a novel, a political treatise or a scholarly work, would simply be
obfuscating. I am well aware of pre-modem, modern and post-modern
debates on the ontological and epistemological status of ‘things’ vis-a-vis
their verbal rendering, but it is not something I wish to dwell on in the
present context. What I do wish to make clear is that there is no ‘negation
of exile’ (i.e., that Jewish existence outside a sovereign Jewish state in the
land of Israel is neither normal nor fully authentic ~ more below) outside
of poems, novels, political speeches, scholarly studies, laws and institutions
that address and perpetuate the ‘negation of exile’, or conversely outside
texts that negate the ‘negation of exile’ or actions that resist it.

I now turn to a definition of the three main articulations of the Zionist
foundational myth as they relate to each other (they are inseparable, after
all). There are of course no neutral definitions. The one I offer here has
already been crafted elsewhere! and it is rather basic, although I will
elaborate upon it in due course.?
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The foundational myth that underlies Israeli politics and culture to this
day expresses itself in three ways: the ‘negation of exile’ (shelilat ha-galut),
the ‘return to the land of Israel’ (ha-shiva le-Eretz Yisrael), and the ‘return
to history’ (ha-shiva la-historia). They are inextricably intertwined in the
master-narrative of Zionism, the story that explains ‘how we got to where
we are and where we should go henceforth’. The first expression, negation
of exile, establishes continuity between an ancient past, in which there
existed Jewish sovereignty over the land of Israel, and a present that renews
it in the resettlement of Palestine. Between the two, so this line of thought
goes, lies no more than a kind of interminable interim period. Depreciation
of the period of exile’s value is shared by all Zionists, albeit with differing
degrees of rigidity, and derives from what is in their view an uncontestable
presupposition: from time immemorial, the Jews constituted a territorial
nation. It follows that a non-territorial existence must be abnormal, incom-
plete and inauthentic. In and of itself, as a historical experience, exile is
devoid of significance. Although it may have given rise to cultural achieve-
ments of moment, exile could not by definition have been a wholesome
realization of the nation’s Geist. So long as they were condemned to exile,
Jews — whether as individuals or communities — could lead at best a partial
and transitory existence, waiting for the redemption of ‘ascent’ (aliya)
once again to the land of Israel, the only site on which the nation’s destiny
could be fulfilled. Within this mythical framework, exilic Jews always
lived provisionally, as potential or proto-Zionists, longing to ‘return’ to
the land of Israel.

The second expression of the foundational myth complements the
first. In Zionist terminology, the recovery by the people of its home
promises to deliver the normalization of Jewish existence; and the site
designated for the re-enactment of Exodus would be the territory of
the biblical story, as elaborated in the Protestant Christian culture of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Zionist ideology defined this
land as empty. This did not mean that Zionist leaders and settlers were
ignorant of, or ignored, the presence of Arabs in Palestine. Israel was
‘empty’ in a deeper sense. For the land, too, was condemned to exile
as long as there was no Jewish sovereignty over it: it lacked any mean-
ingful or authentic history, awaiting its own redemption with the return
of the Jews. The best-known Zionist slogan, ‘a land without a people
to a people without a land’, expressed a twofold denial: that of the
historical experience both of the Jews in exile, and of Palestine without
Jewish sovereignty. Of course, since the land was not literally empty,
its recovery required the establishment of the equivalent of a colonial
hierarchy — sanctioned by biblical authority — by its historic custodians
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over such intruders as might remain after the return. Jewish settlers
were to be accorded exclusive privileges deriving from the Pentateuch,
and Palestinian Arabs treated as part of the natural environment. The
Zionist settlers were collective subjects who acted, and the native
Palestinians became objects acted upon.

The third articulation of the foundational myth, the ‘return to history’,
reveals the extent to which Zionist ideology was underpinned by the
emergence of Romantic nationalism and German historicism in
nineteenth-century Europe. Its premise is that the natural and irreducible
form of human collectivity is the nation. From the dawn of history
peoples have been grouped into such units, and though they might at
one time or another be undermined by internal divisions or oppressed
by external forces, these units are eventually bound to find political
self-expression in the shape of sovereign nation-states. The nation is
the autonomous historical subject par excellence, and the state is the
telos of its march towards self-fulfilment. According to this logic, so
long as they were exiles, the Jews remained a community outside
history, within which all European nations dwelt. Only nations that
occupy the soil of their homeland, and establish political sovereignty
over it, are capable of shaping their own destiny and so entering history.
The return of the Jewish nation to the land of Israel, overcoming its
docile passivity in exile, could alone allow it to rejoin the history of
civilized peoples.

Finally, a linguistic clarification is necessary concerning the notion
of the negation of exile (shelilat ha-galuf). The problem lies in the
Hebrew rather than in the English translation. In modermn Hebrew
discourse two words have been interchangeably used to denote the
negation of exile: galut and golah. The confusion stems from the fact
that Hebrew’s morphology, like that of its Arabic cousin, is based upon
three-letter radicals that are declined in various ways to create various
forms and meanings. Sure enough, galut and golah are two nouns which
are derived from the same three-letter radical (G,L,H); they therefore
convey related but different meanings. Despite their proximity this
semantic difference is significant, and to use these words interchangeably
is consequently erroneous.

Golah means Diaspora, the actual circumstance in which Jews happen
to reside outside of the land of Israel. Galut signifies something that is
meaningful both literally and figuratively: it is exile as an experience, as
a material circumstance, as an existential state of being, as consciousness.
What Zionism negates is, fundamentally, galut, not golah. I therefore consis-
tently translate shelilat ha-galut as ‘negation of exile’, resorting to ‘Diaspora’
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only where appropriate. It is imperative to distinguish between galut and
golah in order fully to grasp Zionism, both in its practice in Europe and
the US and in its realization in Palestine/Israel. Zionists have always
accepted the existence of a sizeable Diaspora, and have always mobilized
it shamelessly and with huge success to strengthen the Israeli project. Yet
Zionism perforce presupposes a hierarchy, by which existence of Jews
within the land of Israel under Jewish sovereignty is the apex of collective
Jewish experience, superior to the exilic experience, which is within this
logic of necessity incomplete.

Take for instance a speech given by Amos Oz at Berkeley in 1988.
Explicitly addressing an American Jewish audience, Oz is clearly resigned
to their being in the Diaspora; he does not admonish them for this, nor
does he really try to convince them to immigrate to Israel. What he does
do, even though the level of the argument is quite embarrassing, is to
articulate the hierarchy, whereby Jewish existence in the state of Israel is
superior to Jewish existence elsewhere, which illustrates the need for
linguistic accuracy. Oz first observes that there are two modes in which
civilizations exist: either as a museum or as live drama. He then proceeds
to tell his audience:

Now, my point is that in all exiles, including America, Jewish culture
is essentially in danger of becoming a museum where the only proposition
that parents can make to their children is, Please do not assimilate . . .
The other option . . . is live drama. And live drama is no rose garden,
nor is it ever pure. It is a perpetual struggle; sound and fury. Sometimes
even bloodshed. But Israel is the only place in the Jewish world now,
where there is a live drama on a large scale at work.?

Having put forth a working definition of the myth, I now proceed with
a more thorough discussion of it, emphasizing its negation of exile expres-
sion. The discussion starts from simple and rather crude articulations, and
is brought to conclusion with a radical non-Zionist critique of the negation
of exile.

Conventional Varieties Of The Negation Of Exile
In Zionism, as in other projects of a similar nature, the authority of history
replaced the authority of God. The famous Hegelian couplet defining
history as both what happened in the past (res gestae) and the consciousness
and recounting of what happened in the past (historia rerum gestarum) was
at the heart of one of the most successful and powerful instances of settler
nationalism in the twentieth century. The construction of an authoritative
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history, and its effective conveyance both domestically and internationally,
played a significant role in the colonization of Palestine, in the dispossession
of its native Palestinians, and in the establishment and development of
Israel as an exclusively Jewish state.

Scholars of Zionist history identify various approaches to the negation
of exile among Zionist politicians and thinkers. These, as we shall see,
differ in reasoning, vehemence and rhetoric, but they share the funda-
mentals of the myth presented above. However, before I turn to the more
intricately crafted constructions of the negation of exile, mention must
be made of the more crude and popular version of the myth.

David Myers aptly identifies this crude version as the Yudke type
of the negation of exile.* Yudke is the protagonist of a famous and
widespread short story by the Hebrew writer Hayim Hazaz entitled
‘Ha-Derashah’ (“The Sermon’). Following its publication in 1942, this
story grew in popularity and became part of the literary curriculum in
Israeli schools. Yudke is a marginal and taciturn kibbutz member who,
in one of the collective’s assemblies, erupts and delivers a stunning
speech, The Sermon. The gist of it is his uncompromising objection
to, and rejection of, Jewish history. The justification is that essentially
there is no Jewish history, because, while passivity, cowardice, pogroms
and docility unfortunately were features of Jewish life, they do not pass
for history.’ 4

Another powerful articulation of this sweepingly brutal negation of
exile was amply offered by the most ruthless negationist in the Zionist
pantheon: David Ben-Gurion. Many of his crude and demagogic
statements somehow managed to be interpreted by his admiring
audiences — both political and scholarly — as deeply profound observations
and moral guidelines. It is worth giving an example of the content
and form of the negation of exile/return to history i la Ben-Gurion,
because of the significance of their source and the breadth of their
reception.

On an occasion prompted by the sixtieth anniversary of the Zionist
movement’s foundation (1957), Ben-Gurion engaged in a public debate
with Nahum Goldman, a prominent leader of the Jewish Agency, who
was disliked in Israel because of his liberal views on foreign policy and
what Israelis considered as his exilic appearance and manners. The venue
was the Zionist ideational gathering in Jerusalem, and the debate was
provoked by what in Ben-Gurion’s view was Goldman’s glorification of
galut. Ben-Gurion conceded that the way the Jews in exile, against all
odds and in the face of dire circumstances, had clung to their Jewishness
was admirable. ‘However, the exile in which the Jews lived and still live
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- is to my mind a miserable, poor, wretched, dubious experience, and it
shouldn’t be a source of pride, on the contrary — it should be compre-
hensively negated.’

Ben-Gurion did not stop there, adding a literary example to remove
any lingering doubt as to his standpoint:

I do not despise Shylock for having made a livelihood of interest, he
had no alternative in his place of exile, and he was morally superior to
the exalted nobles who humiliated him, but I shall not turn Shylock
into an ideal type and a role model to whom I shall strive to resemble.
The Diaspora Jews are not Shylocks — but it is difficult to square the
glorification of exilic life with the ideal that seventy years ago was given
the name Zionism. And as a negationist of exile I [also] negate the
glorification of exile.’

These remarks sealed Ben-Gurion’s lifelong contribution to the
construction of the negation of exile — through political as much as
ideological activity — and its near-identical manifestation, the return to
history. Forty years before, Ben-Gurion published an article in the
American Yiddish press in reaction to the Balfour Declaration in 1917,
in which he observed that:

Since our last national disaster, the suppression of the Bar Kokhba revolt,
we’ve had ‘histories’ of persecutions, of judicial discrimination, inqui-
sition and pogroms; of devotion and martyrdom; of Jewish scholars and
personalities, but we haven’t yet had Jewish history; because a history of
a people is only that which the people creates as one whole, as a national
unit, and not what happens to individuals or groups within the people.
We have been extricated from world history, which consists in the annals of
peoples [emphasis added).®

No less unyielding was Ben-Gurion’s single-minded commitment to the
return to the land of Israel, which was formulated in an immediate comment
on the Balfour Declaration, in an essay entitled ‘The Realization of
Zionism’: ‘Everything should concentrate on one focal point — the land
of Israel. Zionism can now consider no other purpose, however important
that might be. Anything that is not directly intended for the land of Israel
is out of bounds. The Zionist slogan should henceforth be: everything
for the land [of Israel] — nothing for anything else.”

Yosef Gomy is absolutely correct in observing ‘that there is no sharper
articulation of the negation of exile and the return to history than Ben-
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Gurion’s’.!® His career is evidence that mythical zeal and calculated politics
are by no means mutually exclusive. We shall see later how these ideological
constructions and statements were ruthlessly implicated in the realm of
politics. Perhaps the most brutal statement was made after Kristallnacht (1938).
Ben-Gurion infamously said that if he had to choose between saving all
of Germany’s Jewish children on the condition that they go to England,
and saving only half of them but have that half sent to Palestine, he would
opt for the latter.!

The final and most recent example of this ‘vulgar’ negation of exile is
offered by one of the two high priests of current Hebrew literature, A.
B. Yehoshua (the other being Amos Oz). In addition to his novels,
Yehoshua is well known for his vehement castigation of the behaviour
and nature of Jews in exile, and their unforgivable reluctance to return
to their homeland prior to the emergence of Zionism. He intimates that
he finds depressing the efforts of ideologues and apologists to count each
and every Jew who happened to be in Palestine at one time or another,
and that ‘if the Jews had fought for the right to dwell in the land of Israel
as they fought for the right to dwell in England, whence they had been
expelled, the pathetic attempts to prove that a few Jews did dwell here
would have been superfluous, [as would have been the attempts to show]
that there was some Rabbi Yehuda Halevi who was driven mad with
longing and eventually came here’."?

Yehoshua completes the by now familiar myth, and posits the opposite
state of being. If exile is abnormal, and if Jews ought to be reproached
for adhering to exile so religiously for almost 2,000 years, then normality
is not only regained with territoriality (in the land of Israel of course),
but the two are synonymous. The title of his most famous essay on
this question is emblematic: ‘The Right to Be Normal’ [‘Bi-Zekhut
ha-Normaliyut’]."?

The curious thing about Yehoshua’s observations is how they reveal
his inability to examine his own presuppositions. If Jews throughout the
ages did not behave as Yehoshua expects them to have behaved, that is,
if they did not negate exile and return to their homeland, then something
is reprehensible in their behaviour and nothing is wrong with Yehoshua’s
presupposed expectations. It also says a lot about the high dose of haughty
authority with which his consciousness is imbued. The point in emphasizing
Yehoshua's lack of reflection is that it illustrates the success with which
the negation of exile has been inculcated, to the extent that it can determine
what was normal and what was not among both the living (Jews who
are still in the Diaspora) and the dead (Jews who for 2,000 years did not
make aliya).
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But Yehoshua is not content with the reassertion of the negation of
exile through retroactively giving the exilic Jews a piece of his mind.
He offers a fundamentalist, Protestant formulation of its concomitant,
whereby the return of the Jews to sovereignty in the land of Israel is
not just ‘normalization’, it is the total accomplishment of the telos of
‘original Judaism’. In a documented exchange with another eminent
Hebrew author, the Palestinian Israeli Anton Shammas, Yehoshua
underscores the magnitude of the myth: ‘For me, “Israeli” is the authentic,
complete, and consummate word for the concept “Jewish.” Israeliness
is the total, perfect, and original Judaism, one that would provide answers
in all areas of life [emphasis added].’"* It should be added that Shammas
posed a disturbing challenge for Jewish Israeli liberals like Yehoshua.
His magnificent novel Arabesques (1986) was written in Hebrew. He
now demanded that the state, in the Hebrew culture of which he was
willing to partake, become the state of all its citizens — Jews and Palestinian
Arabs — rather than one of and for the Jewish people. Yehoshua’s settler-
volkisch response left no room for uncertainty. Depressingly, after six
decades of statehood this response has not changed but, on the contrary,
has stiffened.

It might be noted in passing that the remarkable formulation put
forth by Yehoshua — and he is after all an outstanding spokesman of
the Israeli left — sheds a substantially different light on the putative
religious/secular polarity that has split Israeli society, and which has been
the focus of much international attention. Yehoshua’s text indicates how
misconstrued this polarity is in public discourse in both Israel and the
West. A conflict indeed exists, but not between a secular/atheist culture
and its religious adversary. Rather, one camp in this confrontation more
or less adheres to the Jewish mitzvot (the 613 instructions of ‘do’ or ‘do
not do’ that were developed in rabbinical literature on the basis of a
certain way of interpreting the Torah), whereas the other camp religiously
violates some mitzvot, especially those the violation of which annoys its
foe (for example, eating pork or driving on the Sabbath). Above all,
wittingly or not, the supposedly titanic clash between these two camps
produces one pivotal result that is shared by the two theologies: the
continued distancing of the Palestinian Israelis from citizenship, public
discourse and culture, whose exclusively Jewish nature is thus perpetuated
and enhanced.

The myth’s successful and effective dissemination, which shaped the
vocabulary and instinctive world view of so many people, and founded
the well-known stereotypes of the new Jew (or Hebrew, or Sabra or
Israeli) and its diametrically opposed Other, the exilic Jew, was achieved
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precisely in this way, through simple and crude formulae, slogans and
rthetoric (Al tihyeh Yehudi Galuti!, ‘Don’t be an exilic Jew!’), rather than
through painstaking debate and argument. People instinctively reached
for such vocabulary and phrases when wanting to criticize peers whose
behaviour was considered cowardly or evasive, and others whose physical
appearance and prowess were found wanting.

Scholarly Taxonomies

In delving deeper into the construction of the negation of exile it is worth
turning to the work of Eliezer Schweid, a scholar of modern Jewish
thought and culture at the Hebrew University. Schweid’s 1984 essay on
the interpretation and taxonomy of this question is abundantly referred
to by other Zionist scholars as an accepted, even authoritative, under-
standing of the negation of exile. In addition Schweid, himself a Zionist,
discusses the question from an intrinsic vantage point, and he would
probably oppose the use of the term ‘myth’ to describe it.'®

Indeed, Schweid’s perspective and concerns, which he openly expresses,
render his essay particularly meaningful. He begins with a brief reminder
of the original context within which the negation of exile was conceived:
Zionism’s desire to distinguish itself from other solutions to ‘the problem
of the Jews and Judaism’, and the genuine sense that galut might eliminate
the Jewish people ‘first spiritually and morally and then physically’. But
then, he continues, ‘I shamelessly confess that the motivation for this
reconsideration of the idea of the negation of exile is not scientific, but
stems from sensitivity to a current educational problem’.'¢

This ‘educational problem’ and its remedy are the key to Schweid’s
purpose. He regrets that the negation of exile as a primary assumption
that guided the national Israeli education system was somehow, without
an official or explicit decision, forsaken. There is, he correctly observes,
no Zionism without the negation of exile. Consistent with his ideological
commitment, Schweid states that there can be no identification of the
younger generation with the state of Israel (note the crucial absence: there
is no concern for how the youth of the Palestinian—Israeli town of Umm
al-Fahm, for instance, would identify with the state that is putatively theirs
too; this absence is precisely what makes Schweid’s perspective Zionist'?).
Schweid then explains that the omission of such a Zionist sine qua non is
the regrettable result of several factors. What needs to be done according
to Schweid is reconciliation with the Diaspora in order to elicit support
for Israel, and rectification of the loss by Israelis of the organic bond with
Jewish tradition and continuity. Be this as it may, the negation of exile
has in Schweid’s view been severely undermined, and this is tantamount
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to an alarming erosion of the younger generation’s ‘Zionist conviction’
(ha-shikhnua ha-Tzioni).'®

Schweid seeks to convince his readers that ‘there is an alternative to
both the ideology that negates a positive attitude to Jewish heritage in
the name of the negation of exile, and the ideology that negates the
negation of exile in the name of reaffirming the heritage’. To achieve
this Schweid attempts to highlight the varieties and subtleties of the negation
of exile myth, to show that it was not as monolithic and rigid as its
popular version might suggest, and thereby to effect its crucial reintro-
duction into the national education in a fashion that is more pertinent to
the current realities of Israelis (i.e., the 1980s)."

Schweid discerns two types of the negation of exile myth among Zionist
intellectuals in the formative period of, roughly, 1880-1940. The first
type is generally characterized by the extreme repudiation of exilic life in
both form and content. Schweid mentions most of the intellectuals during
this time who adopted this version of the myth, but chooses to focus on
two in particular: the writer Y. H. Brenner, and the first appointee, in
1949, to the position of professor of Bible studies at the Hebrew University,
Yehezkel Kaufmann. Schweid’s focus is sensible. Brenner was a highly
gifted writer. Even after he had been killed in an Arab attack in 1921,
his writings continued to wield much influence on the educational ideology
of the Zionist Israeli labour movement, and were avidly read by the
members of the Second Aliya; it is fair to say that his work played a major
role in shaping the cultural horizons of the political elite that ran the
Zionist Israeli show from the 1930s up to 1977. Kaufmann is especially
significant because his work is still one of the most systematic and ambitious
attempts to lend scholarly credence to the negation of exile from an
intrinsically Zionist perspective. We shall return to Kaufmann in Chapter
Seven, which deals with the place of the Old Testament in Zionist Israeli
ideology.

Schweid perceptively highlights the features of the negation of exile
that are unique to Brenner, and on which Second Aliya figures like
Ben-Gurion and Berl Katznelson, as well as subsequent generations of
labour Zionists, drew. These were Brenner’s construction of the aesthetics
and ethics of exile (or lack thereof), and his anti-intellectualism and
anti-ideology. His portrayal of the Jewish township and neighbourhood
in the East European Pale of Settlement depicts this environment as
ugly, neglected, and utterly lacking aesthetic sensitivity. This, in Brenner’s
depiction, is true of public and private buildings, streets, and the clothing
and physique of human beings. The sociological description of the
exilic Jews in Eastern Europe, the protagonists of much of his work,
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is congruous with that of their environment and outward appearance: for
Brenner, their moral and human countenance is as aesthetically repulsive
as their material lives.?

For Brenner, ideological argument and intellectualism were synonymous
with the exilic, and his rejection of them was highly influential in the
shaping of the Zionist Israeli education system. In Brenner’s discourse this
abhorrence of intellectual activity is embodied literally and figuratively in
what was called pilpul Talmudi, the tendency for sterile and hair-splitting
debate over minute points of legal religious literature of commentary as
practised in the yeshiva. Brenner was fundamentally rejecting no less than
rabbinical Judaism itself, and its cumulative creation, the Jewish Halakhah,
as the ultimate quintessence of galut. Brenner’s literature negates exile not
by means of a coherently sociological or historical exposition, but through
rhetorical and aesthetic force, which renders galut an existential abomi-
nation, a life not worthy of living. The trope that underlies this is neither
uniquely nor originally Brennerian, but his inculcation of it seems to
have been most effective: batlanut, which in current Hebrew means laziness,
but also suggests a disposition emblematic of exile and of exilic behaviour.
More comprehensively, it denoted idleness, uselessness, unproductive
being, futility, and inadequate cognitive orientation in the world of
productive action.?!

Yehezkel Kaufmann was the most influential and authoritative scholar
of the Bible and of the formation of the Jewish religion in Israel. As
professor of Bible studies at Hebrew University, his profile benefited
considerably from Ben-Gurion’s ‘Bible project’, to the ideological signif-
icance of which I will return in Chapters Six and Seven. Ben-Gurion
held highly publicized gatherings at his residence to discuss the Bible with
leading scholars, foremost among whom was Kaufmann. Although he
openly disagreed with Kaufmann on certain matters, Ben-Gurion rarely
missed an opportunity to bestow accolades upon his scholarly prowess,
and he invariably emphasized Kaufmann’s heroic rescue of Biblical Studies
from centuries of Gentile and rabbinical abuse, and his ensuring their safe
return ‘home’.2

Among Kaufmann’s writings two books stand out, and although for
current purposes we reject the conventional distinction between scholarly
and political-ideological texts, it should be noted that, formally speaking,
one is the former and the other the latter. In his eight-volume Toldot ha-
Emunah ha-Yisraelit (‘History of the Jewish belief’)” Kaufmann took on,
unsuccessfully as it transpired, the entire scholarly body of modern Biblical
Studies. The crux of his circular argument was that the formation of pure
monotheism and of the Israeli nation had been a simultaneous occurrence
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on Mount Sinai, for which the main evidence he adduced was the biblical
account itself. It is significant that despite (or perhaps because of) the fact
that his argument and approach were deemed questionable, to say the
least, by the international scholarly community Kaufmann was commis-
sioned by the Israeli editors of The Biblical Encyclopaedia to write the core
entry on ‘Jewish Religion’.?*

The other book, Golah ve-Nekhar (‘Exile and foreignness’),”® was more
explicitly ideological, and constitutes one of the most ambitious attempts
to render plausible the myth of the negation of exile, as the book’s subtitle
suggests: ‘A historical-sociological study on the question of the Jewish
people from antiquity to the present’. Views differ as to the significance
and meaning of Kaufmann’s undertaking. Schweid, for example, shares
Kaufmann’s ideological commitment to Zionism, and therefore does not
question his underlying assumptions. Boas Evron, on the other hand,
shares neither Kaufmann’s commitment nor his assumptions; indeed, he
finds both objectionable, and consequently deconstructs Kaufmann’s
argument.?

Schweid is aware of Kaufmann’s predilection for Zionism, and stresses
that his compendious work ‘is not just the fruit of a scientist’s curiosity,
but also the embodiment of a Zionist Jewish world view’.# Kaufmann’s
thesis commences with a fundamental sociological rule, to which he accords
universal validity: dispersed nations that had lost their independence and
territorial hold could not survive for more than a generation or two,
because material interests are stronger than adherence to cultural heritage
and historical memory. The imminent result was invariably assimilation.
Then comes the problématique: if such is the nature of this universally
applicable rule, how did the Jews in exile survive as a nation? And if the
Jews are the exception that proves the rule, a secular explanation is required
in order that they can return to the natural course of history shared by
all secular European nations.

The basis of Kaufmann’s ideological exposition is the universality of
the Jewish religion. Vehemently rejecting previous explanations for the
unassimilated survival of the Jewish nation, he asserts that the sociological
function of religion alone accounts for it. Historically, Kaufmann observes,
exilic Jews assimilated rapidly into their host societies, something that had
been possible in relatively pluralistic pagan cultures, but this process came
to a halt under the Christian and Muslim civilizations, precisely because
they sought to inherit Judaism. From that point on, Jews obstinately
resisted assimilation into their host societies, isolating themselves instead,
and were consequently met with resentment and hostility. According to
this explanation Jews, though immanently unresisting to national assimilation,
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demarcated the limits of this process through the self-imposition of religious
lifestyles within their communities. This impossible ideological meandering
is exacerbated by Schweid’s attempt to present and interpret it as a coherent
argument: ‘(What we have is] an assimilated nation from the national-
earthly perspective, but [one that] retains national particularity from the
religious perspective.’?®

Although this construct was jointly erected by two proudly territorial
Jews — Kaufmann and Schweid — it is most probable that Brenner would
have deemed it yet another exilic manifestation of Talmudic pilpul.

Yet, if this universal Jewish monotheism managed to preserve the
national Geist of the Jewish collective, then why does exile have to be
negated? According to Kaufmann, there are two reasons: one has to do
with a certain historical observation, the other stems from condescendingly
moral pontificating. Kaufmann was adamant that the process of Jewish
emancipation in Europe had failed, and that this failure had left most Jews
between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand the walls of the
Ghetto had irreparably collapsed, and they could see the Promised Land
— full assimilation into European national societies — but on the other
hand they were refused admission into it. This predicament, which is
more or less what Herzl and Lazare had observed much earlier and presented
as the trope of the New Ghetto, was according to Kaufmann one of
‘absolute foreignness’, intolerable and existentially perilous. The only solution,
in his view, was for the Jews to return to their homeland, develop their
national culture on the basis of their original language (Kaufmann loathed
the Jewish ‘jargons’, Ladino and Yiddish), and come to resemble all other
European nations.

But it is on the issue of the morality of exile that Kaufmann’s and
Brenner’s negation of exile converge. Kaufmann’s devotion to the study
of Judaism’s origins, and the esteem in which he held the universal
monotheistic message, should not mask his abhorrence of exile, especially
in its modern guise. For Kaufmann galut was tantamount to the violation
of human dignity, and whoever was willing to pay that price and
assimilate ‘is not worthy even of pity. He is worthy of contempt and
disgrace.’?

The Canaanite Critique
Boas Evron’s A National Reckoning® is not only a deconstruction of
Kaufmann’s argument, but the first and most ambitious nationalist®
attempt by an Israeli systematically to refute Zionism as an ideology, a
vision of history, and a framework for the state of Israel. Remarkably,
this thoughtful book went almost unnoticed in Israel, and did not give
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rise to the debates it could and should have stimulated, something that
shows how deeply Zionism is ingrained in the consciousness of Jewish
Israelis. Only recently, with the advent of critical scholarship on Zionism,
have the insights contained in this work begun to receive the recognition
they deserve.’

Evron was bomn in Jerusalem in 1927, educated in the Herzliya Gymna-
sium in Tel Aviv, and then at the Hebrew and Tel Aviv universities. He
was on the editorial board of the daily Haaretz (1956—64) and then that
of Yediot Aharonot (from 1964 until the 1990s). His weekend essays in the
latter became a regular and quality feature in the Israeli press.

I will explain why Evron’s deconstruction of Kaufmann’s Exile and
Foreignness is significant for the former’s attempt profoundly to challenge
Zionism.>* Unlike Schweid, whose thought is constrained by the same
ideology and myths as Kaufmann’s, Evron questions Kaufmann’s a priori
assumption. This assumption is the one which underpins the foundational
myth, namely, that the Jews had constituted a territorial nation since
time immemorial, and that therefore exile is an abnormal state of affairs;
return to the homeland is a matter of destiny. The source of the problem,
according to Evron, is to be found in Kaufmann’s elucidation of the
nation’s formative moment, which he put forth in History of the Jewish
Belief and which was rejected by the international community of Bible
studies.

Kaufmann argued that the formation of the monotheist religion as
an idea, and the alliance that united the Israelite tribes, were fused
together on Mount Sinai, and that this fusion culminated in the formation
of the Jewish nation. Rejecting the prevailing scholarly view, he insisted
that the creation of the nation and of the idea of monotheism had been
simultaneous and inextricably intertwined. Although it will concern us
in great detail in Chapter Seven, it might be helpful to note here that
the historical veracity of the biblical narrative for ‘events’ that occurred
before the tenth century BCE is, to put it mildly, questionable, and even
after the tenth century it is not without need for external evidence.
Kaufmann, in other words, was seeking a secular explanation, and basing
it on the Mount Sinai spectacle, which by secular criteria of proof had
never occurred.

In presenting such an argument, Kaufmann was unable to avoid slipping
into crude idealism (for which he castigated others), wherein the idea of
primeval monotheism was there, quite independent of religious practice
and institutions, but had to be held in suspense for a very long time until
it thus materialized. Put differently, Kaufmann fails to place the idea of
monotheism within any kind of context.>* A possible hint that Kaufmann
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might have felt ill at ease with this rather nonsensical notion, but proceeded
unhindered nonetheless, is the fact that he presented the book as the
history of belief (emunah) rather than of religion (da).

Laying out meticulously the contradictions and inconsistencies that stem
from this false assumption, Evron concludes that when all these are put
to one side, it can be evidently seen that Judaism is an exilic phenomenon,
that the only thing that distinguishes Jews from non-Jews is the religious
culture, and that ‘the Jewish people does not possess national territorial
dispositions [emphasis in the original]’.*

There is an interesting tension in Evron’s critique of the negation of
exile myth as the foundation of Zionist historical consciousness. He
systematically shows that exile is not an abnormal form of Jewish
existence, in so far as territoriality is not normal. On the contrary, he
emphasizes the extent to which, historically, exile became immanently
Jewish. He further rejects the Zionist master-narrative by constantly
resorting to historicity and contingency, and in doing so shows that
modern anti-Semitism and Jewish nationalism can only be understood
as temporal and spatial phenomena. He demonstrates that Jewish nation-
alism and nationhood in all its forms — Zionism was only one of several
- can only be grasped as part of nineteenth-century Central and especially
East European history, not as an articulation of an immanent nationhood
that is 2,500 years old.

Nevertheless, the secular Zionist aesthetic, and the moral disdain for the
diasporic realities in which the Jews lived (especially in the Pale of Settlement),
seem to be deeply ingrained in Evron’s consciousness. And since the stereo-
typical representation of these realities, the realities against which the Zionists
rebelled, is the aesthetic and moral negation of exile, Evron to some degree
partakes in the pivotal myth he very plausibly shatters. This tension — of
intellectually deconstructing Zionism and arguing that it is obsolete, while
at the same time intuitively and emotionally feeling Zionism’s aversion to
exile — is the key to understanding Evron’s political standpoint: Evron’s
critique of Zionism and alternative political agenda are conceived from what
may be termed a post-Canaanite perspective.*

To unpack this somewhat, Canaanism (Kena ‘aniyut) is a pejorative term
coined most probably by the poet Avraham Shlonsky and applied to a
cultural-political movement that appeared in pre-state Palestine in the
1940s and faded early the following decade. Although politically and
organizationally it was never a serious challenge to Zionism, Canaanism
remained a viable cultural ambiance that has not entirely vanished. Although
the movement’s self-designated mission was the revival of the Hebrew
nation, its derogatory name stuck.”’
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The Canaanite phenomenon was the result of a series of meetings
in Paris in the late 1930s between the linguist Adiyah Horon and the
poet Yonatan Ratosh.3® The cultural ideology to which these meetings
gave birth had two components: it translated political, literary and
scientific moods that were current in 1930s Europe into the language
of politics and culture in Zionist Palestine; and it unearthed a deep
critique of Zionism. Canaanism emerged out of Zionism’s womb ~ out
of its right-wing Jabotinsky School more precisely — and sought to
bring Zionism to its logical end by propagating an irrevocable divorce
from Judaism. It might be seen as the ultimately rapturous version of
the negation of exile.

The Canaanite littérateurs mapped the lore of European organic nation-
alism, most notably of the Italian, German and Russian types, onto a
fundamentalist and primordial pre-monotheistic repository. They vehe-
mently rejected the rabbinical literature of commentary. Ratosh’s ‘The
Inaugural Essay’ of 1944 stated that ‘[a] Hebrew cannot be a Jew, and
a Jew cannot be a Hebrew’. It erected an insurmountable barrier
between the Jews in the Diaspora, whose being was that of ‘a religious
sect’, and the born-again territorial Hebrew nation. The nation that
‘the Committee for the Consolidation of the Hebrew Youth’, the
organization founded by Ratosh in the early 1940s to further the cause
of Hebrew nationalism, sought to rejuvenate was a nation that comprised
the Hebrew-speaking (in various dialects) peoples of the ancient Eretz
Kedem, Land of the East. This territory, which included today’s Syria,
Lebanon, Jordan, and Israel/Palestine, gave birth to the Hebrew nation,
which was, like its neighbours, pagan, and created a glorious Hebrew
culture. It was destroyed by later conquerors and its cultural heritage
distorted and ostracized by monotheism and rabbinical commentary.
The nucleus of the nation, the Hebrew settlers in Palestine, would
spread throughout the Land of Kedem and, by conquest and force,
would purge from that land Arabic (the language) and Islam (the reli-
gion), which are as alien to the region as Judaism. The reinvigorated
nation would then complete its destiny by establishing the Hebrew
state. This state would strictly separate itself from any church, instil the
Hebrew language and culture as a foundation shared by all citizens,
and sever any ties with Judaism and the Jewish people.*® This political
programme may seem ludicrous, and the ideology reflects the nationalist
and linguistic theories of its contextual inception in Europe of the
1930s, but the cultural accents and instincts of Canaanism lingered on
after its organizational demise in the early 1950s. It might be even
argued that the mood, rhetoric and aesthetics of Hebrew culture in the
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1940s and 1950s were Canaanite. For instance, many names prevalent
in Israeli society can be said to reflect a Canaanite cultural sensibility
(a notable example would be the female name ‘Anat — a Canaanite
goddess of fertility). Evron perceptively remarks that when Bialik, the
national poet whose world was suffused with traditional Jewish culture,
wrote the legend ‘King David in the Cave’, he was actually reworking
into a mythical Hebrew context the ancient German folktale of Friedrich
Barbarossa and his knights in the depth of a Bavarian cave.®

Evron was for a time a follower of Canaanism. Having become a
dissenting voice to the left of Zionism, he rejected wholeheartedly the
lunatic aspect of Canaanite politics as well as its ties with the messianic
Jewish fanaticism of the settlers in the Occupied Territories after 1967.
It was also obvious to him that a Hebrew identity could not be severed
from Judaism, and that the Arabic language and Islam were deeply ingrained
in the culture of all the inhabitants of the Middle East, including Christians
and Jews. He does, however, accept, mutatis mutandis, the Canaanite critique
of the Zionist master-narrative, and its attendant political conclusion: that
whatever has emerged in Palestine/Israel as a result of the Zionist
colonization is a territorial nation that is not and cannot be Jewish but
Israeli. For Evron the history of exile is the history of a religious caste or
a pariah group in the Weberian sense, not one of a latent nation. As a
result of a particular historical contingency a new nation has emerged —
but that is all.

The effort Evron invests in refuting the portion of the Zionist narrative
that deals with ancient history is quite remarkable. Aided by this Canaanite
perspective, he embarks on a thorough survey of all the available schol-
arship, and dedicates roughly a quarter of the Hebrew edition of his
book, a section entitled ‘The Triumph of Halakhah and Decline of the
Nation’, to his argument that Halakhic Judaism and the territorial
Israelite/Jewish nation were, as early as those centuries, mutually exclusive
options rather than, as Zionism would have it, two expressions of the
same national essence. It is interesting to note that in this respect Evron’s
mode of thought is itself part of the discourse of nationalism. He evidently
assumes that in order to undermine a nationalist historical narrative one
must not only highlight its contradictions and inconsistencies, but also
refute it empirically. To be consciously crude, I would suggest that
Evron assumes that there were or could be nations at that period, the
ancient Israelites for instance, but their existence must be empirically
established, as if the assumption that nations existed at all in these centuries
was not highly problematic. In fairness, when writing the original Hebrew
version (1986), Evron could not be expected to avail himself of the
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emerging critical literature on nationalism that has since transformed our
understanding of this phenomenon. In the later English edition (1995)
he became cognizant of this literature and brought it to bear on his
materials.

Having undertaken this impressive intellectual enterprise, Evron puts
forth his political agenda, whose crux is no less than a call for the de-
Judaization and de-Zionization of the state of Israel. It comprises the
principle of a fundamental separation between state and church — any
church — and the transformation of the state into one for and of its
citizens, members of the Israeli nation, rather than one that is for and
of the Jewish people. There is actually nothing radical or dramatic in
the demand that a modern state be simply a normal territorial nation-
state. In the realities of Zionist Israel, however, such a proposal is
tantamount to heresy.

There is also a historical irony at play here. In order to demolish the
negation of exile and put forth a universal programme of citizenship and
collective identity, one that is inclusive rather than exclusive, one unavoid-
ably finds oneself adopting, even if partially and reservedly, a Canaanite
vantage point — Canaanism was a fervently nationalist mood of the 1930s
and 1940s. It matters little in this respect whether the universal agenda
is supported by a Boas Evron or an Anton Shammas.*!

The Limit of the Conventional View of the Foundational Myth
In 2003 a lengthy and highly significant essay was published in Alpayim
(‘Two thousand’), the flagship-journal of Israeli liberals. Anita Shapira,
whose status as the Princess of Zionism has already been noted, penned
an insightful attempt to historicize the foundational myth (not a term
she employs, of course) in its negation-of-exile guise.*? Shapira’s essay
evinces the continuing — even if changing — importance of the myth in
current political debate, which in a way contradicts her verdict that it
is by now irrelevant. Most crucially, her pronouncement illustrates the
inability and unwillingness of Zionist thinkers, even at this late juncture,
to relate to the myth critically and to come to terms with its intellectual
depth and political implications. In his review of this Alpayim issue,
Yossi Yona observes: ‘Shapira’s apologetic project halts at the border,
behind which putatively nothing exists; the emptiness to which the
Zionist enterprise’s spokespeople displace groups [Palestinians and
Mizrahis] with which they either do not even bother, or are unwilling,
to negotiate.’*® I shall now turn to Shapira’s essay, and then use her
text as a preface to a radical critique of the negation of exile inspired
by Walter Benjamin.
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Shapira correctly identifies the centrality of the negation of exile in
current political debates, and its deployment by non- and anti-Zionist
critics ‘as if we were amidst a face off between the land of Israel and
the Diaspora’.** Shapira focuses on the changes in attitudes towards
the negation of exile after the foundation of the state of Israel in 1948.
In essence, her argument is that ‘since the 1960s, and more so since
the 1970s, there occurred in Israeli society a slow but persistent with-
drawal from the concept of “the negation of exile”, winding up in its
becoming an anachronism’.** To underscore the historicity of the
negation of exile, Shapira opts for a generational narrative. She identifies
three generations: the fathers, that is, the European-born Zionists (dor
ha-avot); the generation of those who were born in Mandatory Palestine
and, when in their twenties, fought in the 1948 war (dor ba-aretz); and
those who matured or were born into an already existing state (dor ha-
medina).

The passage from the first to the second generation is illustrative of
the gap between the creators and inculcators of an ideology on the one
hand, and on the other the ‘guinea pigs’ on whom that ideology was
tested. Shapira perceptibly identifies this gap and her rendering of it is
one of several climactic moments in her wonderful Hebrew prose. The
fathers’ generation negated and denigrated exile, in ways that not infre-
quently were strewn with anti-Semitic vocabulary; at the same time,
however, they were part of the East European townships and their rebellion
and virulent onslaught against them was suffused with pain and ambivalence:
this world was not an abstraction, but one they had known and experienced.
The most notable expression of this ambivalence, of abhorrence and pain
(and occasionally even sympathy) inextricably intertwined vis-a-vis life in
the East European Jewish township, was Brenner’s literature mentioned
earlier. As for the first actual products of the negation of exile, here is an
assessment from the 1930s by one of the mythical pioneers, the Second
Aliya’s Shlomo Lavi:

We forsook the excessive spirituality which we had deemed exile’s
legacy. Our forefathers in exile were mostly concerned with the soul,
whereas we, who are liberating ourselves from the yoke of exile, shall
mostly be concerned with the body, with the ability to act, with physical
uprightness, with courage. All this, it would seem, we have accomplished.
We have accomplished [the creation of] a generation of roughnecks
[hisagnu dor shel shkatzim). And having accomplished that, we take stock
and marvel: are these [i.e., the Palestine-bom offspring of the Second
Aliya ‘founding fathers’] the ones we yearned for? . . . [What our
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generation lacks is] a little thought on their position in the world, their
position in Judaism, on our past and future, and in general a little self-
reflection and deep sensation.*

Shapira’s take on the changing attitude to the negation of exile is
perceptive. She locates the change in the first decade of the state’s existence
(the 1950s), but with the crucial observation that ‘changes of consciousness
are diagnosed in most cases only in retrospect, once they had ripened
and their direction became clear’.¥’ In this way, phenomena that ostensibly
suggest the flourishing of a nativist, archaeological Israeliness (e.g., the
appearance of the Canaanite journal Aleph or Yigael Yadin’s excavations
in the Upper Galilee and Judaea desert) were in fact ‘the light of the
star that is no more’, expressions of a hegemonic culture (labour Zionism’s
Israeliness) that is about to be severely undermined.*® What changed was
the Promised Land’s demographic: the arrival of the Arab Jews and the
Holocaust survivors. If for the sake of argument we momentarily ignore
the Palestinian Arabs, this process transformed a society of settler-natives
with European origins into one of immigrants. The latter possessed neither
the mood nor the inclination for archaeological Israeliness. Reiterating
Uri Avneri’s observation, Amos Kenan retrospectively reflected in 1977:
‘The people that was in 1948 — is no more [he was not of course referring
to the Palestinian Nakba]. There is here another people. Actually there
is no people here. There is here a sort of riff-raff.’** Side by side with
a rhetoric that betrays the arrogance of the native settler vis-i-vis the
exilic countenance of the immigrants, Kenan’s and Avneri’s remarks
display their cognizance of the vanishing of a more or less homogeneous
white settler society, united by an organic nativist culture. Their remarks
lament that society and culture, whose last vestige, Ariel Sharon (who
politically adjusted best to the demographic change), is expiring as these
lines are written.

Then came the Eichmann trial, which completely transformed the attitude
to historical Judaism and the Jewish tradition as well as to the Diaspora.
Shapira meticulously explains how in the process both the negation of exile
of the fathers’ generation and the shape it took .in the offspring’s
generation were substantially reversed, becoming what Shapira calls an
anachronism.® The process, it should be clarified, was twofold: expres-
sions that were construed as exilic became less abhorred; the content
of collective identity became more Jewish and less archaeological-Israeli.
Notwithstanding the potential danger of an aggressive integral nation-
alism that the success of a nativist Canaanite type of Israeliness might
have yielded, its failure and the eventual prevalence of fundamentalist
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ethno-religious Jewishness can be seen as a missed opportunity for the
forming of an Israeli republicanism, which might have been inclusive
of Jews and Palestinian Arabs. One cannot of course be certain that a
secular republic would have been the result, but — retrospectively —
the risk seems to have been worth taking.

Shapira’s essay is a thorough and eloquently crafted demonstration of
the historicity and variety of the Zionist myth in the twentieth century.
At the same time, however, it betrays the significant political and intellectual
constraints of a Zionist Isracli commentary on the foundational myth.
Two underlying limitations stand out. The first stems from a narrow
understanding of what the negation of exile actually constitutes: only
pronouncements that reject exile in a forthright way, that make pejorative
statements about exilic Jews, and that forge a narrative which sidesteps
the period of exile altogether — in other words, the straightforwardly crude
version — are considered instances of the negation of exile. The result is
the incapacity to ponder the deepest, and ideologically most coherent and
ambitious, articulation of the negation of exile: the project of integrating
the period of exile — rather than rejecting or sidestepping it — into a
territorial narrative, which was developed from the mid 1920s onwards
by the scholars who founded the Institute for Jewish Studies at the Hebrew
University (the project of the Jerusalem scholars is the focus of Chapters
Four and Five). The second underlying limitation is, as was explained in
Chapter Two, typical of settler nations: the refusal or inability to examine
the myth also in relation to the indigenous people of the land; it is as if
this myth was consequential only for Jews, or as though the land were
empty before their arrival.

Shapira is consistently reluctant to engage seriously with the intellectual
and political critique of the negation of exile. In one example, observing
that the negation of exile has become a slogan for radical critics (‘negationists’,
as she calls them) of Zionism, she notes how

Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin has attacked the principle of ‘the negation of
exile’ because according to his understanding it led to the founding of
the state of Israel — an aggressive, malicious, devoid-of-human-sensitivity
entity, which stands in contrast to the being of the exilic Jew. The
existence of Jews in exile has been presented by Raz-Krakotzkin as the
natural way of life for Jews, which Zionism undermined.®!

What is strikingly prototypical here is not merely the vehement disagree-
ment with the kind of position put forth by Raz-Krakotzkin. It is rather
the fact that Shapira herself correctly presents the resurfacing of the debate
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over the negation of exile as ideological and political, not just scholarly.
However, instead of seriously taking on Raz-Krakotzkin’s radical
Benjaminian critique of the Zionist myth and Israeli culture and politics,
she resorts to a reductively dismissive ‘summary’ of his argument, which
is really an attempt to caricature it. Moreover, the actual reference
makes one suspicious of whether Shapira read the entire text and of
the degree to which her reading was earnest, for Raz-Krakotzkin’s
massive essay appeared in two parts (1993 and 1994) and she mentions
only the first.5

‘There is no God, but He Promised us the Land’:>
A Benjaminian Critique

You received letters from the West, and here they rang from the East?
Over there the township diminishes daily, over here the Arab village
declines daily? Steps of camels rang? Ding-dong. Did you hear? Can’t
hear? How come Jews’ ears don’t hear? Have you ever come to know
the Arabs? Our Shoah we have lamented, theirs we haven’t? There’s
war now? Such a handsome generation.

And why do you write? Write for the sake of writing?

No more.>*

This powerful citation of the non-conformist and oppositional poet Avot
Yeshurun, with his unique and strange yet politically potent poetic
language (a melange of liturgical and modern Hebrew, colloquial
Palestinian Arabic, Aramaic and Yiddish), opens Raz-Krakotzkin’s ‘Exile
within Sovereignty: A Critique of “the Negation of Exile” in Israeli
Culture’, a massive essay that constitutes one of the most original
pronouncements on Zionism and Israel by a native Israeli Jew in Hebrew.
It should be emphasized that by negation of exile Raz-Krakotzkin refers
to the foundation of Zionist ideology in the same critical sense as the
working definition supplied at the beginning of this chapter, and that
for him, too, the other two articulations of the foundational myth —
the return to the land of Israel and the return to history — are different
expressions of the same thing.

Raz-Krakotzkin’s essay sprang from his 1996 doctoral thesis at Tel
Aviv University, under the direction of the late Amos Funkenstein, on
‘The Nationalist Representation of Exile: Zionist Historiography and
the Jews of the Middle Ages’. Although Raz-Krakotzkin reads widely
and eclectically, the impact of three scholars is especially discernible in
his political and intellectual world: Walter Benjamin; his teacher Amos
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Funkenstein (with whom he is not always in agreement); and Carlo
Ginzburg, with his simultaneous commitment to exacting erudition and
scholarship, and to the moral-political distinction between oppressors
and oppressed.*®

One of the most pertinent contexts within which Raz-Krakotzkin’s
text should be seen is the creation of the journal Teoria Uvikoret (‘Theory
and criticism’), which, founded in 1991, is published by the Van Leer
Institute in Jerusalem. Since its inception it has been a pivotal locus for
the radical critique of Zionism and the state of Israel. Laurence Silberstein
has effectively documented the founding of the journal, and the story is
worth retelling briefly. In October 1987 Adi Ophir (philosophy, Tel
Aviv University) and Hanan Hever (Hebrew literature, then at the Hebrew
University) founded a protest group called the Twenty First Year, referring
to the 21% ‘birthday’ of the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza
Strip. As their founding declaration implied, they were disappointed with
the existing peace movement:

The presence of the occupation is total. Our struggle against the
occupation must therefore also be total. We shall resolutely refuse to
collaborate with the system of occupation in all of its manifestations.
Refusal is the only morally and politically sound form of participation
in Israeli society during the occupation. Refusal is . . . a source of hope
for our moral integrity as Israelis.5’

Shortly afterwards the first Palestinian Intifada erupted, and in June 1988
Ophir, refusing to do reserve military service in the occupied territories,
was sent to prison. He wrote to the minister of defence, Yitzhak Rabin,
that he viewed the Intifada as ‘a fight for freedom, whose only aim is
release from Israeli rule’, and stated that he was not being asked to defend
his country ‘but to participate in the enslavement of another people’.%®
In 1989 Ophir and Hever, together with other members of the Twenty
First Year, gathered in Qalgilya to oppose the demolition of the house
of a Palestinian family whose son had been defined as a ‘suspected terrorist’.
They refused the army’s order to leave, and twenty-seven of them were
incarcerated for seven days. These experiences motivated Ophir, Hever
and their colleagues to look for ways to disseminate their radical critique
of the Israeli state, society and culture. By this time they were despairing
of the bulk of the academy, which, like its counterparts elsewhere, was
(and remains) state-obliging and in collusion with power. Ophir and
Hever’s early attempts at critically political work had encountered
‘indifference, expressions of contempt, or explicit opposition’, and they
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now sought to create a site for ‘a kind of radical academy’. The end
result was the endeavour to establish Theory and Criticism, as a relatively
independent (the Van Leer Institute is open-minded but does not share
the journal’s radical positions), and simultaneously political and scholarly,
journal. At the journal’s inception, its underlying purpose was ‘to histori-
cize’ the entire repository ‘of the foundational categories and the key
concepts of Israeli discourse (Zionist, pioneering, nation, state, religion)
and the accepted descriptions of the recognised lines of division
(Jew/Gentile; secular/religious; Eastern/Western . . . and so on)’.*® The
first editor and driving force of the journal in its first decade was Ophir;
he was succeeded in 2000 by the sociologist Yehuda Shenhav, also of
Tel Aviv University.

Raz-Krakotzkin’s ‘Exile within Sovereignty’ is part of this taking on
of ‘the foundational categories and key concepts of Israeli discourse’, and
the author himself played an important role in launching and shaping
Theory and Criticism. A typical Raz-Krakotzkin mélange of inextricably
intertwined moral, political and scholarly traits, ‘Exile within Sovereignty’
is an attempt to read Benjamin’s ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’
onto Zionist ideology and Israeli politics and culture. Faithful to his
source of inspiration, Raz-Krakotzkin is interested not in the reconstruc-
tion of either the Jewish past in exile or the Israeli present, but in salvaging
suppressed voices and notions from the past in order to change the histor-
ical consciousness and politics of the present. Furthermore, by redeploying
exile, in the sense with which he endows it, against the myth that negates
it (the negation of exile), what Raz-Krakotzkin aims to salvage is not
just the memory and perspective of the suppressed exilic Jew of the past
but, crucially, the memory and perspective of the dispossessed and
excluded Palestinian of the present.® Here, it is worth recalling an
observation made in Chapter Two, whereby one of the fundamental
characteristics of settler nations is that their consciousness forbids
recognition of the dispossession and presence of indigenous people as
intrinsically pivotal to the identity of these nations. Raz-Krakotzkin’s
insistence on the ineluctable presence and remembrance of the dispossessed
Palestinians vis-i-vis any collective definition of Israeli Jews is such a
radically subversive challenge, so much so that it is perhaps not surprising
that Shapira opts for dismissal.

As if anticipating Shapira’s verdict a decade later, Raz-Krakotzkin is
aware that with the development of an autonomous Israeli culture
within a territorial state, and the labelling of the merry days of Oslo a
post-Zionist reality, the evocation of Zionist ideology and the negation
of exile in particular may be dismissed as irrelevant and anachronistic,
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certainly a superfluous debate. Seemingly taking a leaf out of Gramsci’s
understanding of hegemony, he observes that those who think Zionism
and its foundational myth have only a historical relevance fail to notice
that

the conclusion that there is no need to discuss the foundations of Zionist
ideology strengthens its ideological underlying assumptions, and makes
it possible to ignore the central role that the myth of the negation of
exile continues to play in shaping the political and cultural discourse
in Israel. Moreover, precisely when the myth as a whole is not the
focus of debates which are deemed archaic and irrelevant, its [the myth’s]
functioning becomes simpler and it is accepted as objective and self-
evident [muvan me’elav)].5!

Raz-Krakotzkin foregrounds the tension — indeed the contradiction —
between the nationalist context of the negation of exile and the theological
context of the notion of exile as a state of existence in the actual world.
He is well aware that the spatial and temporal varieties cannot be reduced
to one definition or essence, but that ‘[i]f it is possible at all to talk about
any component which is common to all the historical expressions of
Judaism and which makes it distinct, then it [this component] lies in the
definition of existence as a reality of galut [at least until the late eighteenth
century for Central and Western Europe]’.¢? This, it should be noted, is
especially true for rabbinical Judaism. Qualifiers notwithstanding, Raz-
Krakotzkin insists that ‘[the galut concept] is not one of the foundations
of Jewish existence — it is the central foundation of its definition’.** In
his view, the place of the land of Israel in rabbinical thought and writing
is certainly significant,* but this does not mean accepting the Zionist
reduction of galut consciousness to merely the non-realization of territorial
aspirations or to a transitory state of being (without denying the compo-
nents of return and rehabilitation in certain manifestations of utopian
messianism). Moreover, the yearning for the promised land of Israel
inherent in existential galut was neither expressed in colonial terms of
ownership, nor was it accompanied by a nostalgic evocation of an ancient
past.®> The other important trait of the consciousness of galut was its
dialogical relations with Christianity. What galut meant in that sense was
the rejection of Christian doctrine whereby reality was an era of grace,
from which only the obstinate Jews were excluded, and the insistence
that the circumstance of the Jews is emblematic of the world: an
unredeemed world, which is itself in galut. In certain medieval pronounce-
ments, even divinity itself was in exile.% This latter point will assume
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special poignancy when we discuss the foundational myth as a return to
history in the next two chapters.

Turning to the national context, Raz-Krakotzkin unearths the relation-
ship — a relationship Zionist scholars are either oblivious to or choose to
disregard — between the modern myth and pre-modern galut, a relationship
that is in a way emblematic of the one between Zionism and Judaism in
general. He asserts: ‘The implication of the fact that the concept of
galut, which carries a deep and important theological load [and] is what
defines Judaism as a historical phenomenon, is that “the negation of exile”
means the negation of “Judaism”; the Zionism that presumes monopoly
over Jewish history is in actual fact its negation.’” As observed earlier,
Raz-Krakotzkin too knows that Zionism has always been resigned to
Jewish existence in the golah (Diaspora), but has insisted on the territory/galut
hierarchy, whereby such existence was at least inferior to that in the land
of Israel, if not inauthentic and illegitimate. Moreover, Jewish existence
outside the boundaries of Zionist ideology was also relegated to inferior
status. There is a sense in which the negation of exile is not confined to
Zionism, and the rejection of galut was an important foundation of modem
Western Judaism in general from Moses Mendelssohn on.® The uniqueness
of Zionism is of course that it entailed a project of colonization and
settlement.

But for Raz-Krakotzkin the tension is not just between the historical
galut and its modern negation. Always political, and wishing to offer an
alternative stance, he turns to the present:

The central place of concept of exile throws light on the special
difficulty that inheres in the attempt at Jewish self-definition in the
terminology of modern nationalism. The exile concept makes it clear
that it is impossible to treat historical Judaism as . . . an autonomous
system, outside the cultural context within which it exists and of
which it is part. Galut is the basis of the Jews’ self-definition vis-a-
vis the society. . . in which they existed: they were part of the place
— but were in exile within it. This means that in order to be in exile
at a certain place (that is, in order to be Jewish at a certain place),
the Jew must first of all be grasped as part of the [general] framework,
for only thus can his self-definition become clear. In other words,
identifying a situation as ‘galut’ took place in the past and can take
place in the present only on the basis of allusion to the terminological
language of the dominant culture and as a critical stance towards that
culture.®
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As with other pronouncements critical of the negation of exile myth,
the relevance of Canaanism resurfaces in Raz-Krakotzkin’s essay, and helps
to elucidate the alternative he proposes. He is aware that his view of
Jewish history and concomitant critique of Zionism are akin, though not
in register, to the Canaanite one. He also concurs in the understanding
of Canaanism as a correct demand that Zionism pursue its own myth to
the logical end, that is, sever the ties of the settler nation it created with
Judaism. The divergence that follows between Raz-Krakotzkin’s views
and those of the Canaanites is crucial and interesting:

Where the Canaanites seek, on the basis of in principle a similar analysis
of Jewish history, to effect a complete severing of the new Hebrew
culture from Judaism, what guides me is, contrarily, the desire to renew
important dimensions of repelled Judaism, and do this by bringing back
the concept of galut to the heart of the ideological discourse, as a key
concept for shaping afresh the historical reality. In other words, in a
culture for which territoriality is the underlying position, the embodiment
of historical view, I seek to turn precisely to a conceptual set that is
immanenty a-territorial, and to construct from it a comprehensive
moral—cultural perspective.”

Raz-Krakotzkin’s position, then, is one of presence within sovereignty,
within a territorial nation-state, but at the same time one of distance
from and opposition to sovereignty through the invocation of exile. To
develop further his critical alternative, the position of feeling in exile
within sovereignty, Raz-Krakotzkin turns to Benjamin’s Theses on the
Philosophy of History.”! There are, first, some obvious features of the Theses
that inform Raz-Krakotzkin’s readings of Zionism and Israel/Palestine:
the turn to the past in order to act in the present; the rejection of linear
progress and the positivist historiography of the victors; and the act of
remembrance of the oppressed in order to make their memory politically
present. Although he does not refer to Michael Léwy's study on the
elective affinity between Jewish messianism and revolutionary utopian
thought he found in the Weimar era,”> Raz-Krakotzkin is, like Lowy,
attracted by Benjamin’s combination of terminology borrowed from
Judaism (messianism, redemption) and progressive Marxism, though with
important reservations.

Raz-Krakotzkin is aware that other Jewish writers, Arendt among
them, have resorted to the notion of galut in a modern context in order
to define forms of Jewish secular politics and to defy the Zionist Israeli
claim of cultural and historical monopoly; he considers his own work
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an addition to that edifice. What is distinctly original about Raz-
Krakotzkin’s deployment of galut within this progressive secular Jewish
tradition is that it evolved within the Zionist Israeli sovereign reality
defined by the negation of galut, and his invocation of galut is a reaction
to the oppressive prevalence of that sovereign reality.”> The distancing
of Lazare, Benjamin and Arendt from their society was, in a sense, done
for them; in stark contrast, Raz-Krakotzkin is by default part and parcel
of the privileged, oppressing society from which he has to distance
himself. There are in particular two aspects of Raz-Krakotzkin’s reading
of Benjamin and understanding of galut that link it in an interesting
way to the genealogy of the conscious pariah charted earlier in this
book. He observes that despite Benjamin’s reservation about classical
Marxism’s view of history’s progress towards its emancipatory resolution
he could not resist the need to offer at least an image of redemption
(especially in Thesis 3). From Benjamin’s allusions to redemption Raz-
Krakotzkin infers that for Benjamin the desire for redemption (ge’ulah)
is redemption. Raz-Krakotzkin takes his inference a step further, and
argues that Benjamin is really proposing a twofold equation: the desire
for redemption is redemption; the desire for redemption, which is
redemption, is also galut.

I believe that the equation Raz-Krakotzkin brings to the fore, which
culminates in the deployment of the notion of galut in a particular way,
squarely places him within the genealogy of the conscious pariah and
makes him so reminiscent of Bernard Lazare. What these two share is
the centrality of the sense of absence for political action, and the
inextricability of the universal and the particular for a political position
worthy of upholding:

Indeed, the concept of galut signifies an essence which is absent or
missing . . . Galut signifies the absence, the cognizance of the present
being imperfect, the consciousness of the blemished world. In empha-
sising the blemished present the notion of galut posits a completely
different stance from the modem-positivist approach, of which Zionist
ideology is an expression, and thus illuminates the special meaning of
remembrance. The yearning for redemption is founded upon the
consciousness of galut, and thereby requires the turn towards the culture’s
oppressed, accompanied by an attempt to undermine the memory of
the rulers. The desire for redemption is thus an activity that takes place
within reality and by according value to the vantage point of the
oppressed, a vantage point through which alone a moral position may
develop. Therefore, only the definition of reality as galut points to the
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moral values that are supposed to direct political action. This is the locus
in Benjamin’s thought in which the full coming together of Marxism and
Jewish theology is created.™

This recalls Lazare’s envisaged passage to becoming a conscious
pariah.” Lazare objected to the Zionist claim that, because emancipation
was synonymous with assimilation, nationalism and emancipation were
mutually exclusive. On the contrary, asserted Lazare, emancipation was
a prerequisite for the Jews to gain national awareness. For Lazare it was
emancipation that fashioned a conscious pariah out of the Jew-as-pariah.
He did not think, however, that emancipation was the final destination.
Emancipation is crucial for Lazare because to some extent it frees the
pariah while at the same time inculcating in him the political conscious-
ness of absence and incompleteness, of what is denied and what ought
to be achieved. This, I propose, links precisely Benjamin’s unredeemed
world, in which the yearning for redemption is redemption, with Raz-
Krakotzkin’s galut, in which reality will remain blemished until remem-
brance makes the present world’s oppressed and down-trodden
ineluctable.

For both thinkers the universal and the particular are inextricably
entwined. It must be stressed, however, that Raz-Krakotzkin’s resort to,
and reinterpretation of, this important Jewish concept, though certainly
done with a clearly universal dimension, are at the same time chiefly
directed towards the totality and oppression of a sovereign Jewish state
that defines itself as exclusively Jewish as well as of and for the Jewish
people, and towards its victims within the same territory. ‘A position
inspired by Benjamin’s Theses’, he says,

does not use the memory of the oppression [of Jews] as a source for
legitimizing the present, but as a basis for criticizing the history of the
victors which denies the wrongdoing, the victim’s memory. A Jewish
history of this sort is not a nationalist history of the Jews, but history
written from the Jews’ angle, and thereby becomes a ‘universal history’.
The memory of the oppressed that it preserves is not a memory of
wretchedness, of ‘lachrymoseness’ [Salo Baron’s term], but of identifi-
cation that is fed by the determined aspiration . . . to remove the
oppression that characterizes the present.’

The climax towards which the essay strives is the hopeful connection
of galut with binationalism. Here Raz-Krakotzkin is concerned not with
the notion of a binational state, even though he supports it, but with the
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insistence that galut as consciousness within a territorially oppressive reality
is a prerequisite for decolonization and recognition of the binational nature
of the country’s history and geography. ‘The sense with which galut is
endowed here’, he maintains,

makes possible a definition of Jewish identity undergirded by the potential
contained in the binationality of the country [Palestine/Israel] . . .
Remembrance is simultaneously directed to the denied Jewish past and
to the denied Palestinian past. The Jew who, with a sense of identification
and responsibility, turns towards the consciousness of the defeated
Palestinians reclaims the principles that are immanent in the theological
conceiving of galut, and opens up to them.”

It is appropriate to conclude with Raz-Krakotzkin’s invocation of the late
Emile Habibi, the Palestinian-Israeli writer and politician, who, in his
novel Ekhtayeh (1985 Arabic, 1988 Hebrew), called for the recognition
of ‘the freedom of longing for the country from within the country’.
‘This’, Raz-Krakotzkin observes, ‘can be a starting point for all the
inhabitants of the land, a basis for their partnership, a basis for their separate
consciousness.””®

Finally, it should be noted that one of the most important ways to
counter the foundational myth remains the furnishing of alternative
histories, one of the finest examples of which is Joel Beinin’s thoroughly
documented and highly conscious reconstruction of the modern history
of Egyptian Jewry.” Beinin’s study joins Egyptian Jewry on the eve of
modermnity, follows the process of their dispersion from Egypt, and then
unfolds the various histories of the different communities in their new
destinations. Beinin not only takes on the substantial task of extricating
the diverse Egyptian Jewish experience from the hold of both Zionist
Isracli and modern Egyptian narratives; he also takes on Zionism in
particular at a more fundamental level, as the book’s subtitle evinces:
‘Culture, politics, and the formation of a modem Diaspora’. For Beinin, in
other words, what makes the Egyptian Jewish communities, including the
one in Israel, a modern Diaspora is their removal from Egypt, not Zion.
Although the Introduction amply manifests his theoretical subtlety and
how he grapples with the problem of linear historical representations of
subaltern groups, Beinin’s innovative and politically consequential
perspective comes to the fore most forcefully in the way he actually ‘does’
‘history in the rest of the book.

This chapter mapped the Zionist foundational myth conceptually and
historically. First a working definition of the myth’s three expressions
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(negation of exile, return to the land of Israel and return to history)
was presented. This was followed by a discussion on what I called the
crude version of the negation of exile. Then the taxonomy of the
negation of exile by two Zionist Israeli scholars was commented upon:
Schweid’s conceptual survey, and Shapira’s diachronic, or generational,
one. Two non-Zionist radical critiques of the myth by Israeli Jews
were then elaborated: Evron’s neo-Canaanite and Raz-Krakotzkin’s
Benjaminian. Finally, Beinin’s work was pointed out as an outstanding
example of the importance of challenging the Zionist Israeli hegemonic
myth through historical reconstruction, through the furnishing of alter-
native historical narratives.
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Myth and History on Mount Scopus

The Institute for Jewish Studies:

Jerusalem and the Negation of Exile
In 1924, a year before the official opening ceremony of the Hebrew
University on Jerusalem’s Mount Scopus, its Institute of Jewish Studies
was established. Its Hebrew name, Ha-Makhon le-Mada‘ei ha-Yahadut
(literally, ‘Institute for the science of Judaism’), conveys more faithfully
its indebtedness, despite much rebelliousness and criticism, to the nineteenth-
century German Jewish phenomenon, Wissenschaft des Judentum or
‘science of Judaism’.! The debate over the term ‘Jerusalem School’ revolves
around the question of whether or not there is a uniformly authoritative
academic doctrine that has radiated from the Institute of Jewish Studies.
This debate is of course meaningful in itself, but it also serves as an instance
that effectively foregrounds the difference between the intrinsically Zionist
understanding of the foundational myth, and that which is conceived from
a position that, while not necessarily explicitly anti-Zionist, is certainly
extrinsic. This debate is located where politics, ideology and scholarship
intersect.

I am less interested here in the extent to which the first generation of
the Jerusalem scholars, and their numerous disciples, form a coherent and
uniform school, or whether their diversity of approach and subject matter
militates against such a categorization.?2 What I do find telling is the corre-
lation between the position of scholars vis-i-vis Zionism (intrinsic or
extrinsic) on the one hand, and how they understand the pronouncements
of the Jerusalem scholars on the period of exile, on the other. Intrinsically
Zionist scholars find in the Jerusalem scholars’ oeuvre an alternative to the
negation of exile; the scholars who are extrinsic to Zionism consider the
very same corpus the most ambitious attempt to lend scientific credence
to the negation of exile/return to the land of Israel/return to history in
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the shape of a coherently organic historical narrative. This observation
can be demonstrated by comparing the work on this theme by two
scholars: David Myers and Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin. Their important
studies have much in common, in subject matter as well as interpretation,
and this should be borne in mind lest the gulf between them, which I
highlight in what follows, look too yawning. Myers’s work combines an
institutional reconstruction with intellectual analysis, whereas Raz-
Krakotzkin’s is more exclusively an intellectual deconstruction and more
overtly political.?

The scholars who founded and developed the Institute of Jewish Studies
in its first decade shaped the Israeli Zionist landscape of professional
historiography through their research, teaching and other activities. The
influential trio in this process comprised Ben-Zion Dinur (Dinaburg, prior
to the name being Hebraized to Dinur, 1884-1973), Itzhak-Fritz Baer
(1888-1980) and Gershom-Gerhard Scholem (1897-1982). Unsurprisingly
these three figures form the focus of subsequent academic work on the
Institute for Jewish Studies (Raz-Krakotzkin also examines one of Baer’s
outstanding students, H. H. Ben-Sasson). Here I shall concentrate on the
work of Baer and Dinur; the next chapter will be dedicated to Scholem,
whose genius presents an irresistible challenge.

Both Myers’s and Raz-Krakotzkin’s takes on nationalism and nationalist
historiography are critical. The title of Myers’s book, Re-Inventing the Jewish
Past, suffices to illustrate his distance from the project of his protagonists,
though not his lack of sympathy. However, they interpret differently the
meaning, scope and depth of the ‘negation of exile’ concept. One salient
difference concemns the question of the indigenous Palestinians’ presence
in, or absence from, the analysis of the myth. For Raz-Krakotzkin, even
though the negation of exile is ostensibly an internal Jewish matter, not
bringing the Palestinians into the frame, failing to understand that this is
not just a nationalist myth but a settler-nationalist one, is tantamount to
collusion with the myth. Although the Palestinians and their individual and
collective rights are by no means absent from Myers’s politics and ethics,
they are absent from his discussion of the negation of exile, which he sees
as a purely internal matter of Jewish history. It is no coincidence that his
comparative forays are to a Central European case, the Czech national
movement; while this comparison yields some insights, it sheds no light on
the fact that this was not just a nation in general, but a settler nation.*

Another difference between Myers and Raz-Krakotzkin lies in their
views of that tricky interim period, namely, the period of exile (from
the first century CE to the 1880s), and it goes to the heart of the myth’s
meaning. The period presents a problem for historians because its infinite
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temporal and spatial permutations resist representation in a uniform
nationalist narrative. For Myers, although his actual analysis bears
resemblance to Raz-Krakotzkin’s, the negation of exile is synonymous
with the crude version thereof, presented in Chapter Three above.® In
other words, he seems to deem as the negation of exile only the attempts
to ignore, sidestep or consign to oblivion the period of exile, and create
in its place a territorial master-narrative that proceeds from late antiquity
straight to Zionism. From this perspective the Jerusalem scholars not
only rejected the negation of exile but even offered an alternative, for
not only did they not ignore or sidestep the period of exile, but so
much of what they did was invested in that period and they did so
much to illuminate it. All those within the Zionist orbit — including
Anita Shapira and Myers, who occupies something of a peripheral
position — share this understanding of the negation of exile. Raz-
Krakotzkin similarly thinks that the Jerusalem scholars’ medieval
historiography yielded an explicit critique ‘of the radical (and dominant)
Zionist position on the negation of exile’. He does not stop there,
however:

But precisely the critique contained in the historiography of ‘the Middle
Ages’ contributed to the perfection of Zionist ideology: contrary to the
radical position that utterly negated exilic Jewish history and described
it as worthless, the [Jerusalem] historians asserted that ‘the Middle Ages’
too express Jewish nationalism, and that there is an organic unity and
continuity among all expressions of the Jewish past, irrespective of time
or cultural context. The purpose [of the Jerusalem school] was to under-
line the continuity of a consciousness of Jewish sovereignty, and thereby
to ignore the perspective of Jews from various generations when they

alluded to galut.$

Moreover, Raz-Krakotzkin is acutely aware of Benjamin’s observation
that modernity’s time is empty and homogeneous. Though not explicitly
mentioned by him, this observation seems to be in the back of Raz-
Krakotzkin’s mind when he avers that this uniform narrative representation
‘negates the perception of time it is supposed to describe, namely “exilic
time™’.’

According to Raz-Krakotzkin, what the Jerusalem scholars did, by
integrating exile into a territorial narrative, was to give Zionism the most
systematic consolidation for the negation of exile concept, and also for
the account that leads back in time, in a teleological fashion, to the land
of Israel. A scholarly narrative was crystallizing around these formerly
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redundant exilic centuries, in the Hebrew University. Despite significant
elements of diversity and even acrimony, the research of the Jerusalem
scholars was underlain by a shared commitment to Zionism. And it must
be recognized that overwriting the experiences of Jews in exile by retro-
spectively ‘territorializing’ these experiences and fitting them into an
organic nationalist narrative is a deeper and ideologically more coherent
and consistent articulation of the negation of exile than the quantum leap
from King David to David Ben-Gurion.?

Yitzhak-Fritz Baer and Ben-Zion Dinur (Dinaburg)
Fritz Baer was born in 1888 in Halberstadt, Germany.? After graduating
from the Halberstadt Gymnasium in 1908, Baer matriculated at Berlin
University, and concentrated in his first year on classical and medieval
history as well as on philology. But it was his transfer in the subsequent
semester to Freiburg that had a formative impact upon him, even though
he later enrolled in Halle, and then again in Berlin. The two teachers
who influenced him so much in Freiburg were Heinrich Finke and
Friedrich Meineke. Just before Baer’s arrival in Freiburg, Finke had
published the first two volumes of his massive edition of the correspondence
of the thirteenth-century King James II of Aragon, Acta Aragonensia, with
a third volume to follow in 1922. Baer was one of a growing group of
disciples whose research output revolved around Finke’s interests and
documentation. The first fruit of Baer’s research was the publication in
1913 of his doctoral dissertation on the history of the Jews in Aragon in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Although later in his career Baer
would write on the Second Temple period, he was first and foremost a
medievalist of Spanish Jewry, and one very much in Finke’s mould.

The next stage in Baer’s unfolding career followed his service in the
German artillery corps in the First World War. In 1919 he was invited
to be a permanent historical researcher in the newly established Akademie
fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentum (Academy of Jewish Studies) in Berlin.
There, Baer received inspiration and guidance from the academy’s celebrated
founder, Eugen Tiubler. Tiubler had censured previous manifestations of
Jewish scholarship for being excessively literary and insufficiently contex-
tual. He encouraged his researchers not only to adhere to the historical
discipline, but also to do so with the extensive repository of archival docu-
mentation he himself was beginning to develop. To facilitate this, Taubler
founded in 1905—6 the Gesamtarchiv der deutschen Juden (Comprehensive
archive of German Jewry), whose director he became, and persuaded Baer
to examine the previously unresearched protocols of the Jewish council
of the principality of Cleve in the period 1690-1806.
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After the publication of his Cleve monograph Baer returned to medieval
Jewish Spain - significantly, only where the Reconquista had been success-
ful, that is, the Christian parts of the Iberian Peninsula — to continue the
research that Finke’s repository and inspiration had opened up. The
product of his thorough research in Spain and Germany was a volume
that appeared in two parts (1929 from the Academy Press, and 1936 from
Schocken): Die Juden im christlichen Spanien. By the end of the 1920s several
formative traits were discernible in Baer’s scholarly outlook: an interest
and belief in the pivotal place of the kehilah (community) in diasporic
Jewish life; the fundamental importance for Jewish history of archival
documentation encompassing all domains of life, and including both

‘internal’ and ‘external’ sources; and the need to grapple with the organic

immanence and continuity in Jewish history on the one hand, and the
diversity and contingency wrought by ‘external’ contexts on the other.
Baer was confident that the ‘era of apologetics is over for the Jewish
historian’, and that the silhouette of his predecessors’ world, ‘the obsolete
spirit of Enlightenment’, could be removed."

The Hebrew University’s founding president Judah Magnes had been
trying to woo Baer to Jerusalem since 1928; he was finally successful. Baer
was appointed as professor of medieval Jewish history in the Institute of
Jewish Studies, and delivered his inaugural lecture at the beginning of the
winter semester of 1930. In 1936, after a depressing and alarming three-
year sojourn in Germany, Baer published a short volume called Galut
(‘Exile’), under his Hebrew name of Yitzhak for the first time.! Crucially,
he was joined in 1936 by Ben-Zion Dinur, hired to teach modem Jewish
history. It is hardly possible to overstate the significance of the encounter
between the two for the convergence of politics, ideology and scholarship.
Myers crafts the personal side of their relationship perceptively and neatly:

Two more diverse personalities could hardly have been invented. The
product of a decorous German Orthodox background, Baer was a stern
and reserved man, whose demeanor suited his vocation as an exacting
archival historian . . . Dinaburg [Dinur], by contrast, had an effusive and
engaging personality that was nurtured in the dynamic Jewish, and Hasidic,
ambience of his native Russia. Unlike Baer, who favored the solitude of
the monastic researcher, Dinaburg was a popular and populist teacher.'

Dinur was bom in 1884 in the small Ukrainian town of Horol.* His
family was by then Hasidic, and its lineage was one of a line of rabbis
going back to the seventeenth century. Dinur’s early education was
formally religious, but he became increasingly immersed in the culture of
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the Haskalah (the so-called Jewish Enlightenment in Europe), learning
Hebrew and showing an insatiable interest in Jewish history. He also
became an active Zionist. As if anticipating his self-assigned mission, Dinur
fashioned himself as the Zionist historian par excellence in the first two
decades of the twentieth century. In 1900 he left Horol for Vilna, where
he embarked on a gruelling preparation for a gymnasium equivalency
diploma, which would pave the way to a Russian university. Although
in the long run the hard work would not be in vain, Dinur failed his
diploma and moved to Berlin in 1911 to study, as Baer would slightly
later, with Tiubler. With the latter’s training and gradual leaning to ancient
history, Dinur now moved to Bern University, where he joined a contin-
gent of Eastern European Jewish students, and embarked on his PhD
dissertation, ‘Administration and Self-Administration in Palestine from
Septimius Severus to Diocletian’. Then the First World War broke out
and Dinur had to leave Switzerland and his uncompleted dissertation. His
return to the Ukraine coincided with the 1917 revolution; having report-
edly deposited his dissertation in Petrograd, he never saw it again. In 1921
he sailed from Odessa to Palestine.

Dinur’s path to the Hebrew University was not easily paved. This was
not only because of the inevitable squabbles in academic institutions, but
also because his scholarly credentials could not be smoothly harmonized
with the Germanic standards of the Hebrew University, especially given
that the University’s intended appointment was in modern Jewish history
(Dinur’s expertise clearly lay more in the ancient period). Baer, however,
threw his considerable weight behind the appointment, and his persistence
won the day. In 1936 Dinur began to teach, albeit initially on a part-
time basis. He became a full professor only in 1948, at the age of sixty—four.
Dinur was also ‘assigned’ a stereotypical role. It has already been noted
that East European Jews represented a sort of primordial authenticity for
the Jewish bourgeoisie of Western and Central Europe.'* This is how his
German Jewish colleagues in Jerusalem, including the likes of Scholem,
Hugo Bergmann and Emst-Akiva Simon, saw Dinur. Another German
colleague, Moshe Schwabe, even wrote to Dinur that he was ‘the proto-
typical Eastern Jew, permeated with Jewish culture, possessor of a treasure
of Jewish values’."

Of no less importance than his academic career was Dinur’s political
vocation, and indeed Dinur achieved more success in the latter. From
the moment he set foot in Palestine, Dinur had been involved in all sorts
of literary and teaching associations, and became an active member of
Mapai, the main labour party, and the hegemonic party of the World
Zionist Organization and the state of Israel from the early 1930s to 1977.
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He was a member of the first Knesset (Israeli parliament) in 1949, and
went on to be Minister of Education and Culture (1951-5), and founding
member and then President (1956-9) of Yad Vashem, the Holocaust
Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority. Tellingly, as Uri Ram
notes, it was when appointed minister that he Hebraized his name, from
Dinaburg to Dinur. This was a demand imposed by Ben-Gurion on all
holders of official state positions ‘as a symbol of the mental return to the
ancient Hebrew past’.’

In 1953 Dinur played a pivotal role in the promulgation and imple-
mentation of three laws: the Law of State Education, the Law of Holocaust
Remembrance ~ Yad Vashem — and the law that gave birth to the Academy
for the Hebrew Language. Many of the laws promulgated in the 1950s
can be collectively seen as, among other things, a formalization of the
Zionist foundational myth. Particularly worth emphasizing is that Dinur
constructed the triangular foundation for the myth’s inculcation through
the state education curriculum in the shape of three compulsory fields:
Bible, Moledet (Motherland) and Jewish history. As Ram pithily puts it,
‘[t]he historian was given by State Founder David Ben-Gurion a rare
opportunity to inscribe the historical narrative he had formerly composed
in the official history textbooks of the State of Israel’."

There is no better precis of Ben-Zion Dinur’s undertaking as both
politician and nationalist historian par excellence than his own retrospective
reflection:

Four thousand years of [Jewish] history are very powerful if they live
in the [people’s) hearts; they are worthless if they are only recorded in
books. If we want to be the inheritors of Am Israel [the Jewish People],
we have to inculcate these four thousand years of history in the heart
of each and every individual. The task is hard. I did my utmost to
accomplish it.'8

The Zionist Historian in Zion
One of the first projects on which Baer and Dinur worked together on
the latter’s appointment in 1936 was the launch of a new seres of the
flagship journal Zion, which had been published since 1925. The decision
to start afresh was taken in order to signal not so much a new direction
but the direction of historical studies at the Hebrew University. It was clearly
something for which Fritz Baer needed Ben-Zion Dinur at his side. The
new series was introduced by a manifesto co-authored by Baer and Dinur.
Entitled ‘Megamatenu’ (‘Our purpose’, literally “Where we are heading’),
it introduced the first issue of Zion’s new series. It is a text widely referred
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to and cited by scholars including Myers and Raz-Krakotzkin. Whereas all
agree that the essay evinced a nationalist-historical consciousness, only
Raz-Krakotzkin and I myself seem to think that the said essay compressed
the twofold — perhaps dialectical — move of the Jerusalem medievalists.
On the one hand, these Jerusalem scholars managed to integrate the history
of exile into a territorial narrative by dehistoricizing and essentializing it,
thereby supplying the historiographic foundation of a modern nation as
a self-contained, impregnable whole floating in an empty, homogeneous
(i.e., modern) time. On the other hand, this integration constitutes the
most fundamental and systematic articulation of the negation of exile, for
the cultural, social and political — that is, historical — context of the various
Jewish communities is radically displaced. The exilic times and places
themselves do not really matter; what matters is the manner in which
diasporic Jewish communities are shown to preserve and manifest the
nation’s essence.

There are two key passages in ‘Our purpose’ that, first, leave little
room for uncertainty and, secondly, have subsequently been buttressed
by a massive historiography:

Jewish history is tantamount to the annals of the Jewish nation [ha-ummah
ha-Yisra’elit], [annals] which never ceased and whose importance diminished
at no period. Jewish history is held together by a homogeneous unity that
encompasses all periods and places, all of which reflect on one another.!*

And:

As for the situation of the Jews in the Diaspora in different periods,
we do not think that the main thing should be the discussion and
research of the particular conditions in each and every country [i.e.,
the ‘host countries’], but that we should aspire to consider and clarify
the themes according to the conditions shared by Yisrael ba-Golah [the
Jewish People in the Diaspora] in each and every generation.?®

In the context of this ideological manifesto, let us now delve a bit deeper
into the individual oceuvres of Baer and Dinur, and, especially, how they
related to the German Jewish scholars of the nineteenth century. The
Jerusalem scholars’ approach to their intellectual progenitors, I shall argue,
is not just a scholarly disagreement or a generational rebellion: it is also
a most interesting expression of their fundamental negation of exile. There
are four discrete strands (some of which are shared by other historians)
to Baer’s involvement in Zionist history: the rejection of the world of
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his predecessors, the Wissenschaft des Judentum scholars, who were the
embodiment of the fusion of Aufklirung (the German Enlightenment)
and Jewish emancipation; the replacement of this wissenschaftliche sensibility
with Zionist romanticism; the insistence on the organic unity of the Jewish
nation; and the conviction that pietism has always carried the underlying
essence of Judaism. It might be interesting to intersperse my own commen-
tary with the insights of one of Baer’s outstanding and revering, yet
severely critical, students, Efraim Shmueli. He dedicated to Baer his
important monograph on the Iberian Jewish notable, Don Isaac Abravanel,
but was nonetheless unabashed in his refutation of many of his mentor’s
arguments as well as Dinur’s.?!

In Baer’s historiography, the concepts of Jewish history and the Jewish
nation were inextricably, organically entwined. Examples of this inextri-
cability abound, and Shmueli perceptively foregrounds one of the most
striking (before proceeding to reject it). It is arresting not only because
of its formulation, but also because of its placement at the opening
statement of Baer’s central work, his study of the Jews in late medieval
Christian Spain: ‘Jewish history, from its earliest beginnings to our own
day, constitutes an organic whole. Each successive stage in its development
reveals more fully the nature of the unique force guiding it, a force whose
initial vitality is universally recognized and whose future course arouses
interest. Let this observation be the key to our study.?

In a later book of 1955, which was less monographic and sought to
position The Jewish People Among the Nations, Baer made a similarly forceful
statement, but with a crucial addition:

Every episode in the long history of our nation contains the secret of
all periods, both preceding and following. In the end there will remain
of the ancients’ metaphysical-historical structure a few large columns,
which the early pietists sunk into the soil of the Land of Israel, and
these are implanted in the heart of every man, and will mark the future
Israel’s [in the sense of the Jewish People’s] place among the nations.”

Mention of the pietists takes us to the next fundamental of Baer’s historical
edifice, for his presupposition that the Jewish history and Jewish nation
were organically coherent across time and place went hand in hand with
a Romantic rejection of rationalism and the Enlightenment. This rejection
found salient expression in what Shmueli aptly calls ‘the Ashkenization
of Sephardi history’?* and, more generally, in Baer’s firm belief that pietism
was Judaism’s essence. Baer was hostile to the Iberian Jewish elite. He
thought they had strayed from the pietistic core of Judaism, and were
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alienated from the masses because of their ostentatiously decadent lifestyle;
indeed, the extent to which they had become prone to assimilation was
perilous for the perpetuation of the Jewish nation. This precarious situation
was providentially reversed by the arrival in the Iberian Peninsula of the
Ashkenazi pietist spirit and leadership, and by the transfer of Judaism’s
centre from Sepharad to Ashkenaz. Along the way Baer created a series
of dichotomies, most notably between elite philosophical rationalism and
the pious religion of the common folk. Myers correctly comments: ‘In
Baer’s scheme, whole classes of Jews — Hellenized Alexandrians, Spanish
“Averroists,” or modern German Aufklirer — were excluded from the
narrow realm of virtuous historical activity.'®

For Baer the pietistic essence of Judaism was formatively created in the
first couple of centuries CE by a few generations of ascetic scholars, and
this continued to underlie the nation’s existence in all its geographical
diversity. As Shmueli puts it, Baer saw Judaism’s essence thus framed as
‘the measure against which the forbidden and the permitted are defined’.?
Baer gave his essentialism a succinct formulation in 1938, in a vehemently
scathing review of Salo Baron’s voluminous masterpiece, A Social and
Religious History of the Jews (1937):

The battle against enlightenment, which begins in Spain with Judah
ha-Levi and gathers momentum under the influence of the Kabbala,
and in the movement of German Pietism, is an anti-rationalist, anti-
secular, anti-capitalit movement, similar to the movement of the
prophets, the Pharisees and the Tannaim ([scholars of the Mishnah]. It
transforms the people into a religious proletariat.?’

There is a sense in which the life-endeavour of the Jerusalem
scholars can be seen as their dual relation of rebellion and continuity
with their wissenschaftliche forefathers. This was, as we shall see, famously
the case with Scholem. Baer’s rebellion was sometimes implicit: his
objection to the excessively textual approach and literary emphasis of
the nineteenth-century scholarship, something he inherited from Taubler,
echoed in his own work in the accentuation of social themes, as well
as in the use of archival documents.?® But he also explicitly censured
the nineteenth-century scholars for their adherence to the Enlighten-
ment and for their concomitant failure to drink from the fountain of
romanticism. In 1938 he wrote a short, often neglected, programmatic
essay ‘On the State of Our Historical Studies’, in which he made
patently clear what in his view was incomplete in his predecessors’
historiography.? I believe that the significance of this text has thus far
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gone unrecognized: it is nothing less than a profound and forceful expression
of the negation of exile.

Baer begins by positing the following question: why is it that the main
task of Jewish studies in the past century — the transference and application
of ‘the modem historical thinking method to the subject matter of Jewish
history’ — has not yet been accomplished.*® The main explanation for this,
he argues, is palpable: the Jewish nation had diverged from the path of
the classical world and its legacy to European civilization. In exile, until
the eighteenth century, ‘the historical approach’ was suppressed by ‘the
religious method’. The result was that whereas modem historical thought
developed organically among European nations (‘with the natural life of
these peoples’), ‘with us, the Jews, these methods of historical research
were received suddenly and abruptly [pit’om uvli hakdamah]’.3' With haughty
authority, Baer asserts: ‘For this reason Mendelssohn had to request his
friend Christian Dohm to write the book on rectifying the civil situation
of the Jews [C. von Dohm, Uber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Juden,
1781], not only for tactical considerations, but because the Jew lacked
the historical and political knowledge required to discuss the matter.’*

Then Baer moves to the main — though by no means the only —
nineteenth-century German Jewish historian with whom all subsequent
scholars have had to contend: Heinrich Graetz (1817-91), who in effect
founded Jewish history as a ‘properly’ national field. Graetz was a prolific
writer, and his main work was his eleven-volume Geschichte der Juden
(‘History of the Jews’), written between 1853 and 1875. Baer entreats his
Zionist Hebrew readers to appreciate the enormity of Graetz’s largely
unsurpassed achievement; although his admiration is genuine, one also
senses the unuttered reservation. The blow follows the praise. The first
three volumes of History of the Jews are fine, according to Baer (the third
volume reaches the end of the period of the Second Temple). ‘Confusion
is revealed mainly in the fourth volume, dedicated to the Talmud period.’®
For Baer, the underlying problem is that Graetz’s work

interprets Judaism’s internal development as for the most part a sort of
collection of anecdotes that lose under his pen their original force and
vitality, and become an arid story that he extracts from the sources on
the evolution of the Halakhah. His critique [of legal Jewish sources] is
formal-extrinsic, [rather than] that fertile critique of the gaze that
penetrates into the secret of the birth and growth of creative cultural
beings, and which divulges the secret to the mind’s eye of the reader
with the artistry of a great painter.



138 THE RETURNS OF ZIONISM

Later Baer calls the Romantic spade a spade:

Graetz’s weakness had deeper roots . . . Occasionally some historical
instinct erupts and surfaces in his mind like a burning and illuminating
flame. But the foundations of his knowledge are not in the world of
historical thought. In recent times some among us have talked about
Ranke’s influence upon Graetz and even dared to compare the two
historians. The truth of the matter is that Graetz, like all his Jewish
followers and critics, was alienated from views that emanated from
romanticism, from people like Niebuhr, Ranke and others . . . In
Graetz’s book [History of the Jews] no real contact whatsoever can be
detected with the great vision that was developed in the historical
science in Germany at the time. How yawning the gap between him
[Graetz], and the said great [Romantic] historians who preceded him.*

Baer is quick to clarify that

[i]t is not to belittle Graetz’s stature to emphasize this absolute contrast
between him and those great historians. Graetz did not go to learn
from the creators of the historical science in Germany, either from
their mouths or from their books. He absorbed from their spirit and
method only what he could find in [the works of] the Christian
theologians and the philologists of the Oriental sciences. Like most
of his colleagues in Jewish Studies, the entire essence of his soul was
rationalist according to the philosophical heritage of the Middle Ages
[Baer presumably had Maimonides in mind] and in tandem with the
formulation of the eighteenth century.*

Baer tries to illustrate more precisely the Romantic spirit that, he contends,
is absent from Jewish historiography: the German R omantic historiography
that so vividly grasps the inner moral energy of the nation and the vitality
of its creative force, and frames the things that cannot be reduced to
abstractions, but the sensation of which ‘can be aroused in the beholder’s
heart’. He does so by citing Ranke and one of his own mentors at
Freiburg, Meinecke (from his 1936 Die Entstehung des Historismus, ‘The
development of historicism’). He calls the latter ‘one of the last of the
great history teachers’.>” To recall a point made above, Baer’s indefatigable
search for a German Romantic rendering of Jewish history is reminiscent
of Herzl’s indefatigable literary search for the acceptance of the Jews by
Prussian Junkers in Das neue Ghetto and Altneuland.

But why should Baer’s judgment of Graetz and his nineteenth-century
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predecessors be a fundamental expression of the negation of exile? Why
did Baer think that Graetz could not drink from the fountain of Romantic
historiography — which for Baer simply was modern historiography — and
that Mendelssohn needed Dohm to write for him a book that entailed
knowledge of history and politics? Why, in Baer’s view, was Graetz
incapable of grasping and depicting the Jewish nation’s creative vitality
and organic unfolding, why couldn’t he ‘sense’ the nation? Surely Baer
did not think that Graetz was intellectually incapable of comprehending
the historical discipline, or that he was insufficiently rooted in German
culture to be familiar with Romantic historicism. The reason is so deeply
seated in Baer’s mind that it is almost unselfconscious: Graetz and his
contemporaries were all in exile, not an organic part of the nation on
whose soil they dwelt. For Bear, in order to sense (intuitively) and grasp
(cerebrally) the history of the nation, the historian must dwell in its midst
and the nation must be sovereign on its soil. Graetz and his wissenschaftliche
colleagues could not perforce write authentic history because their position
and experience was not authentic: it was exilic. Expressing the myth in
its return-to-history guise, Baer states: ‘It must be further understood that
a historical perspective is born and grows in nations through a political,
self-aware, purposeful and common way of life.’*

The culmination of Baer’s argument is his attempt to endow the Zionist
historian with a privileged position, both absolutely and relative to his
exilic predecessors. He first clarifies that ‘[o}ur history is the process of
the development of a great force’, and then emphatically declares:

We who are aware of ourselves as part, and as messengers, of this
magnificent and confounding force, cannot ignore such a [historical]
consciousness. The Zionist perspective, from which we approach histor-
ical research, does not aim to distort things for certain purposes, as was
the case with the perspectives of previous generations; rather, it forces
[the beholder] to see things as they are. We know that we have received
the difficult heritage of a complicated historical development, and we
see it as our duty to understand the circumstances of this development
in all its variegated windings, so that we come out of the entanglement
of the previous generations. And in actual fact this historical realism is
really poised to manifest the magnitude of the said historical force. After
all it is not the task of historical criticism to identify contradictions in
the tradition . . . but rather through historical criticism one penetrates
the secret of being of historical phenomena, which are a sort of personae
that develop according to their own special laws that truly emanate
from the depth of their soul.*
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Baer’s remarkable statement is the project of the Jerusalem scholars in
a nutshell. It contains a twofold negation of exile: of the Jews in exile
through the incorporation of their experienced histories into an organically
coherent territorial narrative; and of the consciousness of nineteenth-
century German Jewish historians because they wrote from an exilic
perspective. The question of objectivity, especially pertinent to the latter
expression of the myth, is a vexed point that will resurface in conjunction
with Scholem’s work. There is a misunderstanding in the charge of some
critics that the Jerusalem scholars claimed objectivity in the literal sense,
as if they were parochial or intellectual simpletons. What Baer claimed
to possess was objectivity, authority and authenticity in the Romantic
sense. The Jerusalem scholars wrote ‘correct’ history because they were
Zionists and because they wrote it in Jerusalem; because for them the
telos of Jewish history not only climaxes in the territorial present, but this
present is also embodied in the Zionist historian in Jerusalem and his
mission. Ultimately, as Raz-Krakotzkin concurs, that is why Zionist histor-
ical consciousness is the consciousness of the victor, regardless of it being
excessively lachrymose by overstating and exploiting persecutions, and
that is why a Benjaminian critique of it is so apt to salvage the negated
voice of exile, Jewish and Palestinian.

Although Dinur was a lesser scholar than Baer, he offered a similar negation
of the previous generation of Jewish historians. He did so in what constitutes
his discrete imprint on the Jerusalem project of creating a Zionist
historiography: the work of kinus (literally, ‘gathering’): the historical genre
of compilation of edited texts and documents, whose purpose was to
create a self-evident national repository. The significance of this kind of
work was impressed upon Dinur by two different traditions. One was
the centrality of compilation to German national historiography, beginning
with the massive Monumenta Germaniae Historica of 1826.* The other was
Chaim Nahman Bialik, the most eminent Hebrew literary figure of his
time, later to be crowned the Hebrew national poet. Dinur had met Bialik
twice in Odessa, first in 1911, and then just before Dinur’s immigration
to Palestine in 1921. These meetings were remarkable not only for the
fact that Bialik had impressed upon Dinur the importance of kinus for
the national cause, but also for the way in which Dinur’s understanding
of kinus bespeaks the triumphant aura of Zionism, and how early this
triumphant confidence appeared. For both Bialik and Dinur the time
was ripe for the genre of compilation to come to the fore in Jewish
historiography because it witnessed the dusk of one epoch and the dawn
of another — hence Dinur’s observation in 1938 that the work of compilation
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would be ‘the cultural-literary expression of the victory of a new world-
view’, and that ‘[t]he starting point of all work of collection in our
generation is Zionist ideology’.*?

The subject matter of Dinur’s major work, entitled Yisrael ba-Golah
(‘The Jewish people in the Diaspora’), was the very same material that
Baer and Dinur’s manifesto ‘Our Purpose’ identified for integration into
an organic narrative. The project of compilation was more ambitious than
the result, which comprises a lengthy introduction followed by a much
less impressive corpus of texts and documents than promised. The main
volume was first published in 1926, and an expanded second edition
appeared in 1958; Baer wrote a preface for the 1969 English edition
entitled ‘Ben Zion Dinur: The Jewish Historian’.** For our purpose, the
most significant part of the work is its lengthy opening essay, in which
Dinur sets out his historiographic manifesto. The two important compo-
nents of the introduction Dinur wrote were his fresh periodization of
Jewish history and his commentary on earlier and contemporaneous Jewish
historians in Europe.

Dinur begged to differ from the conventional periodization of exile,
considered to have begun some time in the first two centuries CE, and
presaged by two events: the destruction of the Second Temple by the
Romans in the first century CE, and the suppression of the Bar-Kokhba
revolt in the second century CE. Significantly, Dinur pushed forward the
beginning of the exilic era, of ‘Israel in the Diaspora’, to the Arab-Muslim
conquest of Palestine from 636 CE onwards. What makes this periodization
interesting is, of course, its justification. Dinur is well aware that Jewish
dispersion in the Mediterranean predated the Arab-Muslim conquest, that
there were numerous Jewish communities outside of Palestine in the
Western and Eastern (Byzantine) Roman Empire, and that the majority
of ‘the Jewish nation’ had already been residing outside of its ‘national
home’. He then explains that, despite all this, two criteria persuaded him
significantly to postdate the beginning of the period of exile: ‘first, the
difference between the mere existence of scattered Jewish communities
in foreign lands and the actual “Israel in Diaspora”; and, secondly, the
special character of “Israel in Diaspora™.* In other words, what mattered
to Dinur was not the plain fact that Jews were dispersed and living
throughout the region, and not even the loss of political sovereignty as
such, but the point at which, in his perception, they became a nation in
exile, and at the same lost grip over their homeland.*

Dinur gives a perfect and succinct formulation of the way in which two
of the myth’s expressions — negation of exile and return to the land of Israel
— complement each other, that is, the way in which both the nation
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and the homeland are in simultaneous exile. The process of the homeland’s
going into exile was, according to Dinur,

a social and colonizing process . . . in which the principal factors were,
first, the continuous penetration of nomad desert tribes into Palestine and
their amalgamation with the non-Jewish (Syro-Aramaean) elements of the
population; and secondly, the domination of the country’s agriculture by
the new conquerors and the expropriation of Jewish lands for their
benefit.*

This was a ‘long struggle’ that had commenced long before the seventh
century, but ‘the decisive event . . . was the Arab conquest of Palestine,
with the resulting expropriation of Jewish lands by the conquerors and
the emergence of a new national majority in the country. This, therefore,
is the right moment to choose as the starting-point of the era of “Israel
in the Diaspora™.’¥

Dinur constructs a rather simple schema, within which he parades
his predecessors in order to pass judgment on them. First, five fundamental
points that are the precondition for a correct conceptualization of Jewish
history are clarified. Then the oeuvre of five outstanding Jewish historians
is not so much discussed as evaluated in terms of their relative success
in accordance with Dinur’s five fundamentals. The historians, of German
or East European Jewish origins, on whom Dinur focuses are Isaac
Mordecai Jost (1793—-1860), the aforementioned Heinrich Graetz (1817-
91), Abraham Geiger (1810-74), Simon Dubnow (1860-1941), and the
teacher with whom both Baer and Dinur had studied, Eugen Tiubler
(1879-1953). In the final stage of his introduction Dinur puts forth the
correct way in which the five fundamentals of writing ‘correct’ Jewish
history ought to be addressed, reiterates where the surveyed historians
went wrong and, most importantly, concludes that this was a collective
failure.® Dinur’s schematic review of his predecessors — it is almost as
if he were marking their papers — is a forcefully simplistic rendering of
the organic nation’s unfolding march ‘back’ to Zion. The narrative is
manifestly historiographical, but also latently historical — by which I
mean that it not only judges the previous generation of historians, but
also guides the nation’s historical consciousness and historical writing
‘back’ to Zionism. And this march of the historical spirit is observed
from atop Mount Scopus by the Zionist historian (both Dinur specifically
and the Zionist historian in general) to whom the march leads and in
whom it culminates.

Dinur’s schema has already been satisfactorily examined.*’ But two
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points should be made in this discussion of Dinur’s distinct contribution
to the Jerusalem scholars’ role in the furtherance of Zionist ideology.
Dinur’s guideline for writing ‘correct’ Jewish history in effect demarcates
the boundaries of the Zionist historical discourse by stressing the organic
unity of the nation in exile, the fact that the nation’s history in exile
was uniformly shaped by its internal essence rather than external circum-
stances, and — with a degree of zealousness and contrivance that is unique
to Dinur — the symbolic and actual centrality of the land of Israel to
the continuous existence of the Jews in exile as a nation.®® The first
point, then, is the extent to which Dinur is troubled by the emphasis
laid by his teacher, Tiubler, upon the spatial and temporal circumstances
of each diasporic community rather than on some internally organic
unity. Dinur is especially disturbed by the fact that the position of his
mentor on the subject of organic unity is so far behind other Jewish
historians who had written before Tiubler. Dinur inserts a lengthy
quotation of Tiubler, which is alarming to the Zionist historian simply
because it encapsulates the consciousness of exile. Moreover, the Zionist
historian’s anxiety is compounded by the fact that this consciousness is
now expressed not in rabbinical terminology, but in the idiom of modern
historiography. Tiubler says:

The fluctuating vicissitudes in the integration of the Jews into the
German body politic were determined by the legal, economic and
cultural conditions of the German people. These conditions were, in
turn, very influential in bringing about the ‘inner change’ in the national
element in Judaism; and it is by their light that we must examine the
influence exercised by the Jewish element in the population on the
spiritual and social development of the German people . . . Moreover
‘the internal history of the Jews’ (their communal life, their reciprocal
relations, the development of their religion, literature and customs) are
not merely subjected to the continuous influence of the alien environment,
but are actually conditioned by it: the legal system, economy, and general
culture of the surrounding nations must be reckoned with as factors
governing the development of the inner life of the Jews [emphasis in
the original].®!

It is difficult to overstate the significance of Tiubler’s assertion and,
correspondingly, of Dinur’s anxious response. Taubler was not depicting
an idyllic picture of exile nor was he condoning assimilation or endorsing
an organic German nationalism in lieu of a Jewish one. Rather, he was
in his own way reiterating the consciousness of galut as a state of being
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in which Jews had many histories, in which they were shaped by their
‘host’ societies and in turn shaped these societies. If there is historical
continuity, according to the kind of historical thinking Téubler represents,
it is actually exilic. There is a sense in which Taubler’s position can be
seen as a development, cloaked in modemity’s garb, of the constituting
rabbinical injunction (in Aramaic) of Dina d’malkhuta dina (‘The law of
the land is the law’). Typical of laconic rabbinical language, in strictly
legal terms this injunction instructs Jews that they must obey and live
by the law of the political entity under whose suzerainty they dwell -
including, incidentally, in the land of Israel itself. Less literally, the
injunction could also signify the Jewishness of being in exile, of exile as
a way of life and form of consciousness.

However much Dinur would wish to be deferential, he winds up
unforgiving, lest he undermine the thrust of his own Zionist credo.
Tiubler does explain the historical trajectory of each community, Dinur
concedes, but ‘he does not do the same for the processes that unite the
different parts of the nation into a single entity . . . Nor is that the only
defect in his method. In another place, when analyzing the permanent
processes of Jewish history . . . he is mainly concerned with the definition
of these processes as such [economic, public and cultural], and he does
not explain the extent of their organic interconnection.”®? In concluding
his discussion of Tiubler, the last of the historians he evaluates, Dinur,
like Baer in his own evaluation of Jewish historiography, reiterates the
extent to which, despite some progress, ‘fundamental historiographical
questions’ have not yet been satisfactorily addressed. One of the most
important among them is ‘the very nature of the unity which binds the
scattered parts of the nation together into a single, historically significant
entity’.>?

The second point I will make about Dinur’s schema concems the
concept concomitant to the organic nation in exile, that of the land of
Israel in exile. The last of the five fundamentals by which Dinur tested
the correctness of Jewish historiography was ‘The place of the Land of
Israel in the life of the exiled nation’.3* Dinur summarizes the evaluations
of the Jewish historians in Europe by stating: ‘And the last of our questions,
that about the part played by the Land of Israel in the history of the
Diaspora, has, truth be told, hardly been dealt with at all.”® He is indeed
right in his observation for, in different ways and to varying degrees of
comprehensiveness, none of the historians he examines thought that the
land of Israel played an important role in the histories of Yisrael ba-Golah.
As is well known, the rabbinical nineteenth-century scholar Abraham
Geiger was normatively positive about the evident loss of attachment to
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the land — a sort of ‘good riddance’ — thinking that Judaism benefited
from not being bogged down by territoriality.

Dinur issues an assertive, forthright corrective to what he views as this
unacceptably exilic marginalization of the Promised Land:

Even during the period of the Diaspora, the Land of Israel and its Jewish
population still played a part of general importance in the history of the
nation. This was not only because the deep imprint of the past, which
continued to live in the heart of the nation, and the yearnings for
redemption, which fortified its spirit in times of oppression and
persecution, were all inseparably connected to Palestine, the holiness
of which persisted. The special importance of the Land of Israel in the
period of the Diaspora was also the consequence of the historical and
material uniqueness of the Yishuv, and of its distinct character among
the Jewish collectives in their dispersion. This uniqueness of the Yishuv
resulted from three basic facts: its historical continuity, its essence and
its Jewish wholeness.>

There could not have been a more fitting conclusion to the triumphant
march of the nation and its raconteurs ‘back’ to Zion than the paragraph
with which Dinur brings Yisrael ba-Golah to a closure:

To sum up: the political rebirth of Israel is the very essence of Jewish
history. She absorbed into herself the experiences and activities of
generations, the covenant of generations. She renewed the covenant
with the land out of a longing, through the creation of a new community,
to develop the Covenant of Man into an Eternal Covenant.¥’

Conclusion: The Negation of Exile at Yad Vashem

Because there is no Originator, the nation’s biography can not be
written evangelically, ‘down time’, through a long procreative line
of begettings. The only alternative is to fashion it ‘up time’ —
towards Peking Man, Java Man, King Arthur, wherever the lamp
of archaeology casts its fitful gleam. This fashioning, however, is
marked by deaths, which, in a curious inversion of conventional
genealogy, starts from an originary present. World War II begets
World War I; out of Sedan comes Austerlitz; the ancestor of the
Warsaw uprising is the state of Israel.

(Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 1991, p. 205)
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In April 2001 Yad Vashem and the Hebrew University organized a
conference to mark the fortieth anniversary of the Eichmann trial, with a
keynote opening address by Anita Shapira. The text of the address was
subsequently published by Yad Vashem with an English title, Hannah
Arendt and Haim Gouri: Two Perceptions of the Eichmann Trial, which does
not convey its ideological depth as well as the original Hebrew title
(Devarim she-ro’im mi-kan lo ro’im mi-sham). A more literal translation of
the latter is ‘The Eichmann trial: things that are seen from here are not
seen from there’.’® This text, which fluctuates between the striking and
the preposterous, powerfully illustrates the depth of the myth’s absorption
by the generations of Zionist Israeli scholars who had been brought up,
directly or otherwise, on the work of the Jerusalem founding fathers.
Shapira amply — and perhaps unwittingly — manifests their unwillingness
to confront the possibility that the negation of exile might be something
much deeper and more serious than simply ignoring, sidestepping or
bad-mouthing exilic Judaism. Further, she seems unaware that her
presumption that being in a Jewish nation-state in the Promised Land
is the authentic position from which to unfold Jewish history and to
sense Jewish experience — to say nothing of the Shoah specifically — is
itself an articulation of the negation of exile. It is in this context that
the Hebrew title is so revealing: as we shall now see, for Shapira being
‘here’ (Gouri’s Palestine/Israel) facilitated proximity to the Jewish
experience while being ‘there’ (Arendt’s Europe) created distance and
alienation from it; for Shapira, moreover, the ‘here’ and ‘there’ vis-a-
vis the Shoah was somehow self-evident rather than ideologically
contrived. It is the degree to which all this is ingrained in Shapira’s
consciousness that evinces the hegemonic depth of Zionist ideology: its
foundational myth seems to be ontologically already there.

Shapira invokes Gouri and Arendt as representing ‘two models of
different forms of reaction to the same event [the Eichmann trial}’, before
turning to examine ‘how their insights influenced the public discourse,
short and long term’.>® The dichotomy Shapira draws is quite simple.
Gouri is the new Jew incarnate. Born in Tel Aviv in 1923, he was
educated in the agricultural boarding school Kadurie, close to Mount
Tabor, an institution he shared with Yigal Allon and Yitzhak Rabin. After
the Second World War Gouri was sent to Europe, where he stayed during
1947-8 and came in contact with Holocaust survivors, whom he trained
and indoctrinated in Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Gouri fought in the
Palmach, the elite unit of the Haganah and the backbone of the Israeli
army in the 1948 war, and later joined the Mapam labour party, which
was mounting a challenge to the dominant Mapai. He was the poet most
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identified with the first 1948 generation, known in Hebrew as Dor Tashah.
Two of his poems, ‘Bab el-Wad’ (literally ‘The valley’s gate’: the poem
is titled after the Arab name of the uphill route leading into Jerusalem
from the direction of Tel Aviv and commemorates the convoys that tried
to reach the Jews besieged there) and ‘Ha-Re'ut’ (‘Camaraderie’), became
songs that for Israelis encapsulated the 1948 war, and have acquired quasi
national anthem status.

For Shapira, Arendt was an elite European intellectual who in spite of all
that transpired was proud of her position within high German culture and
letters. During the Eichmann trial the only characters she deemed her equals
were the judges, whose German language and demeanour she pronounced
impeccable; on the other hand she despised the prosecutor, Gideon Hausner,
who ‘altogether seemed to the Heidelberg-educated German as if he had
just come out from Galicia and still hadn’t shed the features of that province,
which presumes to be German’.% Arendt, Shapira continues,

arrived [at the trial] resolved not to be drawn into the sea of sentimentality
that would rage around her: she would stay cold and alienated, seeking
a just trial for one person in the accused booth, resisting any attempt
to extend the trial beyond the man and his acts. She came as a researcher
who seeks to examine the personality of the mass murderer or ‘the
murderer behind the desk’ . . . and to report on Eichmann’s conscience,
as she said. And indeed, she met all her expectations and also found all
she had expected to find.*!

Gouri, on the other hand, had to overcome his limited historical knowledge,
linguistic range and Sabra bias against the stereotyped exilic Jew:

Despite his ‘Palestinocentrism’, he came to the trial with a sense of
partnership in a historical moment, as well as with a strong sense of
belonging to the collective that brings Eichmann to justice. From the
first moment he distinguished between ‘ours’ and ‘his’. This is the trial
of the Jewish people versus Eichmann — and he belongs to the Jewish
people. What eventually drove each approach was the different purpose:
Arendt came to examine Eichmann and figure out the nature of the
Israeli legal system, whereas Gouri came without a defined purpose —
curious, a bit wary of what he might learn in the trial, ready for difficult
things, but not beyond that. She [Arendt] came fixated in her views
and positions, and consequently found what she had looked for. He
came with the preconceived notions of the common Israeli — but came
out different from how he had come in.®
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For Shapira, Gouri’s metamorphosis during the trial was personal and
anticipatory of the Israeli collective’s more gradual transformation. She
pinpoints the Eichmann trial as the moment when Arendt’s and Gouri’s
attitudes diverge in their differing rejections of the accusation that the
Jews had gone like lambs to the slaughter. Arendt committed what is for
Zionist Israeli scholars, from Scholem to Shapira, the cardinal sin: she had
a universalist perspective, to which we shall return shortly. ‘Gouri’s refer-
ence, on the other hand, was confined to the Jewish people. For this
people he now showed an empathy and understanding that he had not
possessed before the trial . . . The acquittal of the Jewish masses from the
accusation of “lamb to the slaughter” transferred the burden of guilt from
the [Jewish] people “there” to the [Jewish] people “here”.’®® Thus Gouri’s
‘return’ to the Jewish people anticipated a process that undermined the
Canaanite grasp over the consciousness of his generation, and ‘[t]he
Eichmann trial launched the long and meandering trek of Israeliness back
to the Jewish people’.% Here, Shapira’s contribution to Zionist ideology
is her extending of the scope of the notion of return and making it more
figurative — and buttressing, despite trials and tribulations along the way,
the eventual triumph of the nation’s organic unity.

Arendt’s sin of universalism, which had already incurred Scholem’s
wrath, continued to arouse Shapira’s poisonous ire three decades later:

Throughout the 260 pages of her book [Eichmann in Jerusalem], not
once did Arendt accuse herself or her friends, who had fled burning
Europe to Manhattan’s safe haven, for not having acted to save Jews.
In her response to Gershom Scholem’s criticism, who berated her for
lack of love for the Jewish people, Arendt stated that she had never
loved any ‘collective’, be it a nation or class, but only people close to
her. Therein, it would seem, lies the explanation for the absence of
guilt with her. Gouri’s guilt stemmed from his consciousness of
identifying with a national collective, which is responsible for its various
tribes. The closer the exterminated Jews become, so too becomes closer
to us the guilt over their death. In contrast, Arendt waged a battle
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against the tribal perception of ‘the whole world is against us’.

It gets worse. Shapira then resorts to a 1963 New Yorker essay by Norman
Podhoretz on the ‘Perversity of Brilliance’, in which he contrasts two
ways of telling a national tragedy: James Baldwin’s report on the Muslim
African Americans and Arendt’s on the Eichmann trial. Podhoretz’s
distinction between Baldwin’s emotional and empathetic tone and
Arendt’s detached and ambivalent register could be applied to add
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insight, Shapira continues, to the contrast between Gouri’s and Arendt’s
accounts of the Eichmann trial. In stark contrast to Arendt, ‘Gouri
adopted Baldwin’s strategy: self-involvement, address to emotion, black
is black and white is white. He remains within the confines of moral
clarity and national identification’.% Shapira charges Arendt with trying
to ‘understand’ Nazism and the Judaeocide from a universalist position: that
is, by attempting to comprehend the depths to which a human society —
any society — can sink and how humanity might avoid doing so again;
with having ‘positioned herself in opposition to the political-ideological-
national system’;*” and with having advanced a critique of the Israeli state
that made an observer like Boas Evron recall in 2000 that ‘this book
[Eichmann in Jerusalem) came to me as a fresh wind of sobriety and sensibility
amidst the hysterical storm blown all around by the propaganda agencies
of the Ben-Gurion regime’.%® Shapira also charges Arendt with moral
ambivalence, hence her statement that Gouri remained within the confines
of moral clarity. The preposterous charge that Arendt’s ethical position
blurred the clear distinction between perpetrators and victims is made in
a parochial fit of post-modernism-bashing, which has become one of the
all-too-predictable rallying calls most favoured by Zionist ideologues. Here
is Shapira’s version:

Beyond the negating-critical position of the political system was the
moral ambivalence. The moral ambivalence is what makes Arendt today
the focus of interest of the post-modernists. Nothing is really the way
it looks: there is no truth and false, victim and murderer, guilty and
innocent, there are no hierarchies of values; everything is located in
the realm of the moral mists.®

Shapira’s text reiterates the Zionist myth and ideology in several ways.
I find two articulations of it especially striking. One is the contrast between
‘here’ and ‘there’ (hence the emphasis I put earlier on the original Hebrew
title of her address). Hannah Arendt, one of the most outstanding individuals
of the world destroyed by the Nazis, who fled to Paris literally from under
the noses of the Gestapo, and from Paris (where she helped Jewish youth
escape to Palestine) to New York in the wake of the Nazi invasion of
France, is from ‘there’. She was incapable, in Shapira’s absurd judgment,
of sensing the Jewish experience because she was from ‘there’, as if ‘there’
was not where the Holocaust had occurred, and as if the world that had
collapsed ‘there’ was not Arendt’s much more than Gouri’s. Granted,
Arendt did commit one of the many ‘sins’ for which Shapira sanctimo-
niously reprimands her: she fled the Nazi threat that was closing in on
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her, and had the temerity to live in New York among her degenerate
universalist Manhattanite friends. The presupposition that ‘here’ is the
location where one genuinely, authentically and authoritatively bonds with
the Jewish experience in exile is precisely that deep form of the negation
of exile of which Shapira is not cognizant and the one she apparently is
incapable of grasping.

The other striking articulation of the Zionist myth — and one characteristic
of Zionist thought more generally — is the abhorrence of universalism. We
shall encounter the enormity of this abhorrence in the next chapter in
conjunction with Scholem’s world view. For reasons of space, I will not
relate here the many ways in which Shapira adumbrates Gouri’s superiority
to Arendt because of his commitment and adherence to the national
collective to which he belongs, and so on and so forth ad infinitum and
ad nauseam. It is perhaps more interesting to point out the underlying
contradiction that eludes Shapira: the moral rectitude that she praises Gouri
for upholding, and which she berates Arendt and ‘the post-modemnists’
for straying from, is actually universal rather than specifically Jewish or
Zionist Israeli. It is, among other things, the result of trying to look at
the Shoah in universal terms, the result of the Nuremberg trials that
transcended the sovereignty of the laws of the nation-state and subjected
the actions of its members to universal notions of morality, law and
‘general humanity’, a notion which Scholem dreaded and thought to exist
only in the imagination of aloof exilic Jews like Arendt. This denial of
the universalist position in general, and as the valid exilic experience of
some — and the emphasis should be on ‘some’ — Jews in particular, is not
only a mark of reactionary particularist politics but also another expression
of the negation of exile.

A final comment on the relationship between Shapira’s text and its
context: Jerusalem, Palestine and Israel in 2001, when the lecture was
delivered, and 2002, when the text was published. Shapira’s apparent
obliviousness to the current context — the fact that it engenders no reflection
in a text that is, after all, written by a prominent member of the Israeli
peace camp — is quite depressing. For instance, the rather tacky embrace
of Israeliness and the Jewish people which Shapira celebrates is not tempered
by the thought that this is yet another manifestation of Jewish exclusion
of the Palestinian citizens of Israel, who may never have a real stake in
the state unless a more universalist concept of community and citizenship
replaces the current organic volkism. The fact that, just six months before
the lecture’s delivery, thirteen Israeli Palestinians were murdered by the
police in a demonstration prompted no stock-taking, only the buttressing
of civil exclusion and ethno-religious inclusion. The same is true, more
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generally, of the fact that remembrance of the Shoah year after year —
with the occupation another year older, more horrific, more oppressive,
more criminal — is never a cause for a hard, universalist, look at the mirror,
simply an opportunity for yet more particularist, self-righteous collective
reaffirmation.

Nearly simultaneously with the publication of the written text of
Shapira’s lecture in 2002, the denizens of the refugee camp in Jenin were
digging the rubble with their hands in search of survivors and corpses.
Could they have been present in Shapira’s mind as a concomitant to her
diatribe against Arendt’s humanist universalism?
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Gerhard-Gershom Scholem’s
Return to History

As the letter to Scholem of September 16, 1924, makes plin . . .
Benjamin saw in Marxism, and indeed in the human involvement and
praxis of communism, a counter to that sombre, introspective bias in
himself which he called ‘mein Nihilismus’.

(George Steiner, ‘Walter Benjamin: Towards a Philosophy of Language’,
The Times Literary Supplement, 22 August 1968)

Of the Jerusalem scholars, Gershom Scholem (1897-1982) was the one
whose life and work most clearly expressed the Zionist foundational myth
in its return-to-history guise. In a way he viewed his own life — his
irreparable rupture with his father; the uncompromising rejection of
bourgeois Deutschjudentum; the emigration to Palestine; and his unwavering
devotion to Jewish studies in Jerusalem — as a return to history. In this
respect, it is useful to recall some revealing comments Scholem made
towards the end of his life, in a conversation with the Israeli novelist
Ehud Ben-Ezer.! In a sense, the project of the Jerusalem scholars discussed
here finds distilled expression in that conversation, perhaps most poignantly
in Scholem’s hostility to George Steiner, to whom we shall return at the
end of this chapter.

Much of the conversation was informed by Ben-Ezer’s anxiety about
the ethical and intellectual consequences of the Zionist project and life
in Israel. When asked about the price of Zionism (for Jews, that is —
needless to say that it occurs to neither interlocutor that Palestinians also
pay a price), Scholem erupts in a tirade:
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You ask about the price of Zionism, and the question is not the price of
Zionism but the price of exile. Views of people like George Steiner were
already heard sixty and seventy years ago . . . I don’t have an argument
with George Steiner. He is trying to live outside of history. We in Israel,
in contrast, are living with responsibility and within history . . . If presently
the spell of the Jewish intellectuals in the Diaspora is cast upon you
[Ben-Ezer], I say — please go there. Live five years among them. And
see the price of galut they pay. Whoever feels constrained in Israel, let
him go to New York or Cambridge and find out if he feels as wonderfully
there as George Steiner does. Complaints of intellectuals who do not
wish to identify with any national body? I heard precisely that sixty
years ago . . . We [the Zionists] counter-argued and retorted [against
the Jews who professed a humanistic-universalist position in Germany):
‘What is the great global thing in which you believe and of which you
speak? After all no Gentile speaks this way. Only you. There is no
general humanity. It exists only in your imagination’ . . . I have no
bone to pick with a Jewish intellectual who gives precedence to his
personal spiritual problems over the problem of historical responsibility
. . . If Steiner does not wish to share with us the responsibility for the
state — then he is right. Let him be an exilic Jew. Perhaps one day he
will be beaten on the head and he will then discover that he really does
not belong there, and that his alienation is not just an impressive and
fashionable intellectual posture but also a very bitter historical reality,
for which the full price must be paid . . . I find it difficult to comprehend
what is bothering you [Ben-Ezer]. Why is there in your question a
degree of effacement before the Jewish intellectual in the Diaspora?
What prevents you from leading a wholesome life? [Emphases in the
original.]?

Scholem was born in 1897 in Berlin into a family that had settled in
the city at the beginning of the nineteenth century.? His father, Arthur,
a well-to-do printer, was almost completely assimilated. The family hardly
observed any Jewish holidays and celebrated Christmas as a national holiday.
Gershom was the youngest of four sons, only one of whom — Erich, the
second oldest — followed his father’s socio-political position of a bourgeois
liberal seeking assimilation. The eldest son, Reinhold, became a member
of the radical right Deutsche Volkspartei, and the third, Werner, became
a Reichstag deputy for the German Communist Party during the Weimar
era. Gershom, meanwhile, was rebellious by nature, and as a teenager
harboured a growing contempt for the assimilated German Jewish
bourgeoisie, his father first and foremost. In the early 1910s he became
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increasingly fascinated by Jewish culture from a Zionist standpoint. He
joined the Zionist youth club in Berlin Jung Juda before the First World
War, almost instantly became its leader and radicalized it in a manner
unrivalled in Central Europe.

Zionist youth organizations in the early 1910s were the Jewish version
of Wandervogel. The most prominent among them, the Blau-Weiss, was
formed in 1912 in response to the anti-Semitic tendencies of the German
Wandervogel. Scholem downplayed the clubs’ typical obsession with
nature and hiking, and proposed that Zionists should instead immerse
themselves in the study of Judaism and Hebrew in preparation for
immigration to Palestine. Also, particularly in disagreement with Martin
Buber, he gave public voice to his opposition to the First World War
from a Zionist, rather than a universalist, point of view, insisting that it
was the Germans’ war, not the Jews’. Illustrative of the way in which
Scholem’s turn to Zionism and alienation from his family were
interlaced, he retrospectively recalled, was his withdrawal in 1911 from
the family Christmas celebration when his mother gave him a picture
of Herzl as a Christmas present.*

The familial rupture became physical and material in 1917. Some two
years earlier Scholem had published a letter against the war in a Zionist
newspaper, which resulted in his expulsion from the Berlin Gymnasium
in which he studied. Later, he would fake mental illness to dodge
conscription. Now, after a heated exchange with his father, in which
Gerhard had supported his brother Werner’s participation in an anti-
war demonstration while still in uniform, Arthur Scholem sent a registered
letter to his son Gerhard instructing him to leave home instantly. Scholem
moved into Pension Struck, where East European Jews arriving in Berlin
would dwell. The fascination of secular West European Jews with their
East European brethren has been pointed out on several occasions in
this study. In this manner, Scholem too was ‘authenticated’ by association
with Pension Struck’s East European denizens. Most notably, he
befriended Zalman Rubashov, who would become Israel’s first minister
of education and third president; and the Galician writer Shmuel Yosef
Agnon, who would become a Nobel laureate, and with whom Scholem
would meet almost daily in Jerusalem, and would share the literary
patronage of Salman Schocken. Scholem’s recollection of meeting Agnon
is both personal and formulaic: ‘I found in him a new and altogether
original incarnation of the Jewish spirit and of Jewish tradition . . . and
what attracted him to me was my passionate devotion to the sources
and the seriousness with which I studied Hebrew.”

The study of Hebrew leads us to Scholem’s academic formation, a
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process that evinces the extent of his astounding intellectual prowess.
Scholem was an autodidact. He studied Hebrew and Jewish law and
theology with orthodox teachers, soon reaching such a level of erudition
that they had nothing more to teach him; however, suspicious as he
was of anything that remotely seemed to emanate from Deutschjudentum,
Scholem avoided the German institutions of modern Jewish studies.
Instead, his insatiable interest in the Kabbalah led him to found a new
field of study, Jewish mysticism. Following his 1915 expulsion from the
Gymnasium, Scholem studied mathematics and philosophy in Berlin. In
1918, having successfully dodged military service and after a few months
of study in Jena, Scholem went to Switzerland where he spent a year
attending a few courses in Bern. Importantly, he passed his time there
with Walter Benjamin, consolidating a friendship that had begun in 1915
in a public event in Berlin, at which Scholem had heard Benjamin
speak. They spent that year immersed in lengthy conversations. It was
this interaction with Benjamin, and the extent to which both rejected
Buber’s views (to whom Benjamin was also personally averse), which
resulted in Scholem’s irrevocable turn to the Kabbalah, and later to
Jewish messianism.

As David Biale has noticed, Scholem’s path produced two discernible
expressions. First, Scholem, as passionate a bibliophile as Benjamin, had
amassed a collection of over 600 Kabbalistic manuscripts by the time he
immigrated to Jerusalem in 1923. Second was his choice of university for
a doctoral degree on his return to Germany from Switzerland in 1919:
although at first he considered continuing mathematics and philosophy at
Gottingen, he ended up going to Munich, which had the best Kabbalah
collection in Germany. There, he took a degree in Semitics with the
Assyriologist Fritz Hommel, writing a dissertation on an important
Kabbalistic text, Sefer ha-Bahir. As helpful as Hommel may have been, he
surely could offer no specialized guidance given his expertise, which must
mean that Scholem contended with the philology and history of that
difficult text alone.®* When Scholem arrived in Jerusalem in 1923, neither
the Institute of Jewish Studies nor the Hebrew University existed, and
he worked as librarian in the budding Mount Scopus library. Soon,
however, he would become a professor of Jewish mysticism at the Hebrew
University, where he would spend the rest of his career.

Scholem’s dedication of his life to Jewish mysticism has a more deep-
seated drive than a brief biography can disclose. This question will be
grappled with more thoroughly later, but it is worth mentioning here a
fascinating account Scholem gave of his decision in a textual gift to Salman
Schocken on his sixtieth birthday in 1937, which he entitled ‘A Candid
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Word about the True Motives of My Kabbalistic Studies’. Biale published
this remarkable letter in his study of Scholem, though he makes no obser-
vation about the ego that assumed that a treatise about himself would be
a special gift for somebody else’s sixtieth birthday.” No less telling, I think,
is a retrospective reflection by Scholem on his studies, less than a decade
before his death. This reflection shares with Baer and Dinur the Romantic
suspicion of the ability of the cerebral, normative facets of Judaism to
have been adequate sources of energy and vitality for its survival in the
past and, crucially, for its continued survival in the present. This Romantic
suspicion invariably led to a search for a source of vitality that emanated
from the realm of the irrational and the non-legal:

I was interested in the question: Does Halakhic® Judaism have enough
potency to survive? Is Halakhah really possible without a mystical
foundation? Does it have enough vitality of its own to survive for
two thousand years without degenerating? I appreciated Halakhah with-
out identifying with its imperatives . . . This question was tied up with
my dreams about the Kabbalah, through the notion that it might be
the Kabbalah that explains the survival of the consolidated force of the
Halakhic Judaism.’

The note just quoted occasions a further comment on the possible relations
between Scholem’s project and that of Carl Schmitt’s Political Theology of
1922. Schmitt has become more widely read in recent years, and has stimulated
writers who do not necessarily share his, to borrow Perry Anderson’s phrase,
‘intransigent right’ politics.!® However, it is little known that Schmitt
informed numerous German Jewish intellectuals in the 1920s and 1930s,
many of whom similarly did not share his political position. It is nevertheless
recognized that Walter Benjamin was inspired by Schmitt, in particular
when writing his essay on the German tragic drama and in his “Theses on
the Philosophy of History’ (we shall return to the latter at the end of the
chapter)." Scholem was well aware of Benjamin’s fascination with Schmitt
and may have become interested in his Political Theology through his friend.

While studying at the Hebrew University in the early 1990s Christoph
Schmidt, a scholar of modern German studies, developed an original
argument on the possible connection between Scholem’s scholarly project
and Carl Schmitt:

Although Leo Strauss and Walter Benjamin reacted directly to Carl
Schmitt’s provocation, the conjunction of Carl Schmitt and Gershom
Scholem must appear strange at first sight. However, in the context of
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the epistemology of culture of those years — namely, the rediscovery
of the heretic as a cultural hero who represents the critique of enlightened
liberal culture —~ Scholem’s reinvention of the Kabbalistic tradition can
be interpreted as a specific strategy of political theology. Schmitt’s
decisionist political theology calls for the suspension of the Weimar
constitution, in order to protect the state against its enemies; Scholem’s
Sabbatean hero Jacob Frank is the theological decisionist who calls for
the suspension of halakhic law in order to protect the Jewish people
from their enemies. Schmitt turns to an authoritarian politics that legit-
imizes fascist dictatorship; Scholem’s rediscovery of the heretic-hero
appears to be the condition for escaping from Schmitt’s politics.'?

In what follows I draw on Christoph Schmidt’s argument in proposing
that Scholem’s oeuvre was nothing less than a Zionist theology. Schmidt
comments, but does not elaborate, that what made this a political theology
was the fact that Scholem’s narrative of Jewish history from the sixteenth
century onwards leads in a dialectical manner to Zionism. My proposition
develops this comment and explains why the dialectical march of Scholem’s
project to Zionism is precisely what makes it a political theology in the
Carl Schmittean sense.

Before proceeding with the interpretation of Scholem’s life work as
Zionist theology, his main subject matter must be very briefly presented
for the reader’s reference. In the 1650s Sabbatai Sevi, the son of a commer-
cial agent from Izmir, an Ottoman port-city in south-western Anatolia,
and a group of his followers were busily trying to prepare Jewish commu-
nities in the eastern Mediterranean for the imminent arrival of the messianic
era. In 1665, endorsed by his movement’s chief ideologue, Nathan of
Gaza, Sabbatai Sevi proclaimed himself Messiah. In 1666 he was arrested
by the Ottoman authorities and persuaded by them to convert to Islam.
However short-lived, Sabbatai Sevi’s proselytizing and the movement
bearing his name — Sabbatianism — spread far beyond the Ottoman eastern
Mediterranean and sent shock waves throughout the Jewish world.
Sabbatianism was succeeded by two sects in the following centuries: the
Frankists in Central and Eastern Europe, and the Doénmes in today’s
Greece and Turkey. Especially in Scholem’s schema, Sabbatianism was
informed by a certain development in the Kabbalah, the major form of
Jewish mysticism. As such the Kabbalah is not inherently messianic.
According to Scholem, however, the teachings of Rabbi Isaac Luria in
the city of Safed in northern Palestine in the sixteenth century ‘messianized’
the Kabbalah. Sabbatianism, in Scholem’s thesis, was underpinned by the
Lurianic version of the Kabbalah.
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Scholem’s History of Jewish Mysticism
as ‘Mythology of Prolepsis’

In the seminal essay in which he wrought havoc with the tradition of
history of ideas, Quentin Skinner organized his critique along three
‘mythologies’ which that field of study had in the author’s view ended
up producing: the mythology of doctrine, the mythology of coherence,
and the mythology of prolepsis.!* Skinner’s mythology of prolepsis is, as
I shall show, a particularly apposite lens through which to view Scholem’s
complex project. An attempt to write history of ideas may turn into a
mythology of prolepsis, Skinner observes, when

in considering what significance the argument of some classic text might
be said to have for us . . . no place is left for what the author himself
meant to say. The characteristic result of this confusion is a type of
discussion which might be labelled the mythology of prolepsis. Such
confusions arise most readily, of course, when the historian is more
interested — as he may legitimately be — in the retrospective significance
of a given historical work or action than in its meaning for the agent
himself."

Crucially Skinner later adduces a synoptic comment: ‘The surest symptom,
in short, of this mythology of prolepsis is that the discussions which it
governs are. open to the crudest type of criticism that can be levelled
against any teleological form of explanation: the action has to await the future
to await its meaning [emphasis added].”*®

Formally, Scholem’s oeuvre is amenable to being viewed through
Skinner’s notion because of the historical field within which it belongs.
Biale astutely warns that Scholem’s rejection — one of many — of the
Geistesgeschichte (loosely translatable as the history of ideational essences)
written by nineteenth-century historians like Graetz should not lead us
to think that Scholem himself wrote a social history of mass movements,
like another Jewish historian, Simon Dubnow. What Scholem rejected
was the particular essence which these nineteenth-century historians had
emphasized, namely rationalism and philosophy, since he insisted that both
philosophy and rationalism were incommensurate with the nation’s Geist.
The social relevance he claimed for his subject matter notwithstanding,
‘Scholem’s history of Jewish mysticism is itself Geistesgeschichte: the history
of the theological doctrines and speculations of a small intelligentsia’.'®
The mythology of prolepsis is an apt description of Scholem’s historiog-
raphy, but not because it was a crude teleology, nor because the historian
was deaf to the contextual voices of his past protagonists. Scholem’s
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scholarly stature was too gigantic for such trivial oversights. The discovery
of the full meaning of the Lurianic Kabbalah and its dissemination from
Safed, of the Messianism and apostasy of Sabbatai Sevi, of Sabbatianism
and its later manifestation as Frankism, and of the Haskalah (these terms
will be explained later), had to await for Scholem to place himself in the
authoritative and authentic position from which he could reveal the full
magnitude of that meaning: it had to await Scholem’s becoming Zionist,
his return to history and return to Zion. That is why Skinner’s observation
that ‘[tlhe action has to await the future to await its meaning’ is so
applicable to Scholem’s project.

To develop this point somewhat, Scholem’s genius and the strength
of his personality created Jewish mysticism as a modern secular field of
study, and mysticism as a phenomenon to be unravelled historically and
on the basis of meticulous philological research of its textual corpus.
Embodied in this creation was Scholem’s (and the Jerusalem scholars’
in general, each with his distinct sensibility) complex relationship with
the Wissenschaft des Judentum generation, which he himself retrospec-
tively — and as Myers perceptively remarks, not without bitterness —
summed up in an oft-cited phrase: “We had come to rebel, and ended
up continuing [Banu limrod ve-nimtzenu mamshikhim]’.'"” This rebellion
was against the rejection by the previous generation — Graetz most
notably — of mysticism in general and the Kabbalah in particular as
unworthy superstition, and the concomitant obsession of that generation
with philosophical rationalism; in a sense this rejection may be said to
have continued the suppression of mysticism (especially the anxiety about
messianism) by both normative rabbinical Judaism and the rationalists.
Furiously objecting to this, Scholem saw it as emblematic of the apologetic
mindset of Jewish scholarship, one that underpinned the self-deception
of emancipation and assimilation. In Scholem’s eyes these predecessors
were the past’s ‘erudite liquidators’, and one of the necessary steps in
the creation of Zionist non-apologetic scholarship was to counter the
‘destruction’ of Judaism’s irrational undercurrents with a dialectic move
of ‘the destruction of the destruction [hisul ha-hisul]’.'® At the same time,
however, Scholem remained explicitly and unflinchingly committed to
the scientific primacy of any study of Judaism, in which sense he and
his colleagues indeed ended up continuing.

The literature on Scholem’s life and work is immense, and much of it,
including this book and the studies by Biale and Myers mentioned above,
is concerned with modern Jewish thought, in particular Zionism. To
counterbalance that focus, I would like to offer a sketch of Scholem’s
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historiography with the aid of his possibly most important critic, Moshe
Idel of the Hebrew University. Idel’s viewpoint is original for three
reasons: he is a scholar of the Kabbalah and mysticism rather than of
Zionism or modern Jewish history; his critique has emerged from within
Scholem’s mansion peopled by his disciples, the Hebrew University; he
is a scholar of religion, who, in contrast with Scholem, is not at all
convinced that history is the best scholarly discipline to understand
Scholem’s subject matter. It is noteworthy that the pertinent text by Idel
appeared in Hebrew in History and Criticism (following an earlier version
in French), and that Idel himself was on the journal’s editorial council,
even though his political stance is not always in agreement with that of
the radical core that founded it."?

Idel pays tribute to Scholem’s major achievement: the placement of
the study of mysticism at the core of the debate on Jewish history and
religion. Idel identifies two assumptions upon which Scholem’s edifice is
founded: first, that historical events engendered important changes in the
nature of the Kabbalah; and second, the assumption that the dissemination
of the altered Kabbalah engendered the pivotal change that occurred in
Jewish history (i.e., the replacement of normative rabbinical and
philosophical rationalist Judaism first by an explosion of messianism, then
by the Enlightenment and secularism, and finally by Zionism).? Idel is
perceptive in associating these assumptions, but he could perhaps have
foregrounded more explicitly the tension that inheres in their connection.
The second assumption’s goal was to show that the ascendancy of secular
modernity and Zionism was organically immanent in Judaism, to attribute
this ascendancy to the inner dynamic of Jewish history rather than to such
‘external’ phenomena as the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.
But the desire to historicize the manifestations of Jewish mysticism, the
Kabbalah first and foremost, which is expressed in the first assumption,
merely ascribes crucial explanatory force to one ‘external’ event (the Jewish
expulsion from Spain in 1492) in lieu of others (Enlightenment and French
Revolution).

Although Scholem never offered a formal periodization of Jewish
history, Idel constructs one from Scholem’s historical and phenomeno-
logical works, and charts a useful schema that amounts to a narrative of
the relations between the Kabbalah and Jewish mysticism on the one
hand, and Jewish messianism on the other.?! In the first stage of Scholem’s
narrative of Jewish mysticism, 1180 to 1492 CE, the Kabbalah was indifferent
to messianic drives, such as powerful apocalyptic yearnings and belief that
the Messiah’s arrival was imminent. The second stage, from the 1492
expulsion from Spain until the mid eighteenth century, witnessed the
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synthesis of messianism and Kabbalistic thought. Two phases of this period
are especially important here. The first extended between 1570 and 1660,
when Rabbi Isaac Luria immigrated to Safed in northern Palestine and
developed together with his disciples a version of the Kabbalah that was
saturated with brewing messianic energy, a messianic explosion waiting
to occur. Although not mentioned by Idel, I think that the function of
the Introduction to Scholem’s magisterial study of Sabbatai Sevi and the
Sabbatian movement is to propel the process forward by presenting the
‘messianization’ of the Lurianic Kabbalah.2 Then, from the 1660s to
around 1750, the Sabbatian and later Frankist movements created radical
messianic forms that were inspired by the Lurianic Kabbalah, whose dissem-
ination from the third decade of the seventeenth century onwards was
unprecedented. Messianism ceased being at that point (the 1660s) simply
an esoteric Kabbalistic framework or a mystical ideology, and was
transformed into a mass movement that rocked the foundations of the
Jewish centres in the Mediterranean, and in Central and Eastern Europe.
In the third stage of Scholem’s narrative, from roughly 1750 onwards,
Hasidism in Poland sought to quell the messianic eruption, wary of the
catastrophe of apostasy and conversion brought on by the Sabbatian and
Frankist movements. Scholem identified in Hasidism a new form of
eschatology that had not existed before in Judaism, namely, personal
redemption. The gist of the change was the passage from the messianically
laden Lurianic Kabbalah to a concept of piety that was completely devoid
of messianic meaning.

Idel stops here, but it should be stressed that Scholem’s schema continues
beyond Hasidism. The abyss that was created by the messianic fervour of
the Sabbatians and the nihilist cul-de-sac of the Frankists was somewhat
rectified by Hasidism’s caution, which offered the spiritual meditative
type of redemption as a replacement for the issue-forcing redemption
upon which the messianic movement had insisted. In Scholem’s Hegelian
dialectic, the messianic and nihilistic movements were the thesis, Hasidism’s
cautious and apolitical redemption was the antithesis, and Zionism is the
synthesis. Zionism, in Scholem’s dialectical narrative, is a mass movement
whose redemptive drive expresses itself in responsible political action, in
a return to history and an extrication from exile, but without the tendencies
of the messianic and nihilistic explosions of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, which dangerously threatened to destroy the nation through
unbelief and apostasy.

To digress momentarily, it is worth noting that Idel’s multi-layered
critique goes to the heart of Scholem’s theses. Analysing Scholem’s
periodization, Idel maintains that
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seeing the expulsion [from Spain in 1492] as a central factor in the
reorganisation of the Kabbalah is, at the very least, a big exaggeration,
which ignores both the messianic aspects of important Kabbalistic texts
that were composed before the expulsion and the indifference to
messianism displayed by [other] important Kabbalistic texts that were
written after the expulsion.?

Thus, for instance, the influential thirteenth-century Spanish Kabbalist
Avraham Abulafia proclaimed himself Messiah and unearthed original
thoughts on the nature of Jewish messianism.?* Idel then questions the
organic bond that Scholem identified from the late sixteenth century
onwards between the experience of the mystic and the symbolic system
he created, and the nation’s history. It is necessary briefly to pause here,
because of the importance of this point for understanding Scholem’s project.
Although Idel seems unaware of this, I think that the bond which Scholem
identified and to which Idel objects is basically Scholem’s instinctive
projection of the position and experience of the Romantic national
historian (i.e., his own) onto the mystic of the early modern era. For
Scholem, his own return to Zion and return to history, as well his project
of making manifest the vitality that was latent in Judaism’s mystic and
messianic repository, embodied the nation’s history and the Geist. Similarly,
the experience of the mystic and his project of making manifest the
explosive force latent in the biblical myth (suppressed by rabbinical legalism
and philosophical rationalism) embodied in his time the nation’s history
and Geist. This is, I believe, the full extent of the organic bond with
which Idel feels ill at ease.

It is also necessary to add that Scholem understood mysticism as a
symbolic reinterpretation of myth, which is contained in the biblical text
but was emasculated by rabbinical Judaism for fear of its non-rational and
non-legal force as well as its anthropomorphisms. Scholem’s concept of
the symbol followed Benjamin’s distinction between allegory and symbol.
In an allegorical system ‘the arm of God’ represents a philosophical concept,
whereas in the mystic’s system of meaning ‘the arm of God’ symbolizes
the actual arm of God — not corresponding to a human arm — in a higher
sphere of reality.”

What Idel questions, then, is this almost physical way in which, in
Scholem’s work, the mystical experience conveyed by the mystic in his
language of symbols signifies the collective history of the nation. One of
the citadons he supplies is aptly illustrative not only in content but also
in the extent to which it is emblematic of the robustness of Scholem’s
thought:
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As that chunk of historical reality which was apportioned to the Jews in
the whirlwind of exile became narrower and more impoverished, as its
cruelty and horrors multiplied, so was enhanced the transparency as well
as the precision of the symbolic nature of this reality, and so increasingly
shined the glow [2ohar, which is also the title of Kabbalah’s ur-text, Sefer
ha-Zohan} of the messianic hope that would explode and transform it.

Idel argues that the mystic’s way of articulating his experience after the
1492 expulsion was shaped more by the language of previous Kabbalistic
texts than by a correlation between his personal experience and the
nation’s collective experience, and that messianic expectations do not
relate in a simple way to ‘actual’ or ‘external’ history. Importantly from
a political perspective, Idel seriously doubts Scholem’s assertion that the
pivot of the Lurianic Kabbalah’s symbolic system was the exile-redemption
(galut-ge’ulah) tension or dyad, and that the gist of this symbolic system
was messianic tension.?

In his concluding remarks, ‘A Few Methodological Questions’, Idel
observes that the study of Jewish mysticism by Scholem and his disciples
‘is based on the assumption that the external history shapes the evolution
of Jewish mysticism, and the latter in its turn is understood as a sort of
pre-programme for Jewish history. In my opinion, these two assumptions
have not been proven in the research conducted thus far on these
topics.’?® Idel’s methodological reservation is also concerned with
substance and, implicitly, with politics. ‘Instead of treating Jewish
mysticism as literature that belongs in the sphere of the imaginaire, exam-
ining its varied strategies to organize knowledge and information through
cognitive research . . . the research agenda was dominated by the historical
approach.’ It created, Idel continues, a monocausal historical explanation:
‘as if the expulsion from Spain alone suffices to explain the messianic
turn of the Kabbalah, especially the Lurianic one; and as if the Lurianic
Kabbalah alone suffices to explain Sabbatianism as a messianic movement,
and Sabbatianism in its turn offers the key to understanding Hasidism
as well as other religious changes in Judaism in the modern era’.?’ Idel
further avers that, by adhering to ‘a certain kind of history that is
interlaced with philology’, the study of Jewish mysticism as dictated by
Scholem saturated Jewish mysticism and its symbols with ‘national
historical experiences’, which impeded the ‘phenomenological under-
standing’ of the Kabbalah. Scholem himself, Idel says, conceded in 1961
that this ‘antiquarian, historical-literary’ method could put Jewish studies
on a problematic path, which leads to the assumption that Judaism has
a historical — rather than religious — destiny.*
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Redemption Through Sin

[ would now like to take a closer look at two remarkable texts by Scholem,
which illustrate how a Zionist theology emerged from his research. The
first, ‘Redemption through Sin’, appeared in 1937 but was written two
years earlier, roughly contemporaneously with the letter discussed above,
for Schocken’s sixtieth birthday.? It was a significant summation of two
decades of research and reflection on mysticism and messianism — note-
worthy given that Scholem was not yet forty — and a rehearsal of the
two-volume monograph on Sabbatai Sevi and the movement bearing his
name that would appear two decades later. Much later, in 1970, Scholem
returned to what he called the abyss that the mystic-messianic explosion
had created, in the shape of an irresistible study of ‘A Frankist’s Career’,
the second text to be discussed here.?

The English title ‘R.edemption through Sin’ is not an incorrect rendering
of the original, and it is understandable why the translator came up with
it. The Hebrew, ‘Mitzvah ha-ba’ah ba-"averah’, is not however successfully
conveyed by the English, whose meaning is too spiritual and Christian,
and insufficiently rabbinical and legalistic. Mitzvah is a commandment, of
which there are 613 in the Halakha, whereas redemption in Hebrew is
ge’ulah, a term that doesn’t appear in the title; “averah means transgression,
while sin is het’. Concluding his explanation of how the paradox of
Sabbatai Sevi as an apostate Messiah was resolved (i.e., the paradox of Sabbatai
Sevi converting to Islam more or less simultaneously with being revealed
as Messiah), Scholem himself intimates that ‘[i]t was at this point that a
radically new content was bestowed upon the old rabbinic concept of
mitzvah ha-ba’ah ba-averah, literally, “a commandment which is fulfilled
by means of transgression™”;*® he goes on to explain that the ‘rabbinic
concept’ was used by two rabbis in the late 1660s to define the behaviour
of the Sabbatians in the wake of the Messiah’s apostasy.>*

The Hebrew title is a significant instance of Scholem’s propensity for
dialectic pirouettes. This massive essay was the first pronouncement of his
fundamental thesis, presented above through Idel’s critical lens, which repeat-
edly emphasized the ‘explosion’ of rabbinical Judaism from within. And
Scholem chose to crown the exposition of this grand explosion and rein-
vigoration of Judaism with a rabbinical title that alluded both to what had
been exploded (authoritative rabbinical stability) and to the explosion itself
(messianic Sabbatianism, accompanied as it was by ‘transgression’). This brilliant
encapsulation of the text by its title is missed in the English rendering.

In the essay, Scholem promptly announces the superiority of the Zionist
position in Zion, as the only location from which Jewish history can be
unfolded authentically and objectively:
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It has come increasingly to be realized that a true understanding of the
rise of Sabbatianism will never be possible as long as scholars continue
to appraise it by inappropriate standards, whether these be the conventional
beliefs of their age or the values of traditional Judaism itself. Today indeed
one rarely encounters the baseless assumptions of ‘charlatanry’ and
‘imposture’ which occupy so prominent a place in earlier historical
literature on the subject. On the contrary: in these times of Jewish
national rebirth it is only natural that the deep though ultimately tragic
yearning for national redemption to which the initial stages of
Sabbatianism gave expression should meet with greater comprehension
than in the past.

This basic presupposition is never a matter for demonstration through
evidence, but is simply stated and reiterated as a given. It is no coincidence
that the epigraph of Scholem’s two-volume study of Sabbatai Sevi is a
citation of Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), arguably one of the most
important thinkers who developed German Romantic hermeneutics in
the nineteenth century.’® Scholem clearly subscribes to the hermeneutic
act of recreating the psychological and historical protagonists’ experiences
from their own standpoint, an empathic process meant — or presuming
— to understand the protagonists’ contexts and intended meaning better
than the protagonists themselves. This hermeneutics drew on the
assumption that spatially and temporally the interpreter had a preferential
position relative to the object of interpretation. One of the more vigorous
reiterations by Scholem of his own preferential position underscores the
hermeneutic combination of the Romantic interpreter’s superior
perspective coupled with the intrinsic recreation of the historical
experience:

Undeniably, the difficulties in the face of this [the uncovering of Sabba-
tianism’s positive vitality underneath its nihilism, sexual excesses and so
forth] are great, and it is not to be wondered at that Jewish historians
until now have not had the inner freedom to attempt the task. In our
own times we owe much to the experience of Zionism for enabling
us to detect in Sabbatianism’s throes those gropings toward a healthier
national existence which must have seemed like an undiluted nightmare
to the peaceable Jewish bourgeois of the nineteenth century . . . To
be sure, as Jewish historians we have clearly advanced beyond the
vantage point of our predecessors, having learned to insist, and rightly
so, that Jewish history is a process that can only be understood when
viewed from within [emphasis in the original].”
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The extent to which the view ‘from within’ was pivotal for Scholem
cannot be overstated. It made possible not only the ‘correct’ understanding
of Sabbatai Sevi as Messiah, his apostasy and, most crucially, the conse-
quences of both the messiahship and apostasy for his believers, but also
the cognizance of the organic immanence of the whole process, of its
unfolding having been an intrinsically Jewish dialectic:

Sabbatianism must be regarded not only as a single continuous devel-
opment which retained its identity in the eyes of its adherents regardless
of whether they themselves remained Jews, but also, paradoxical though
it may seem, as a specifically Jewish phenomenon to the end. I shall
endeavor to show that the nihilism of the Sabbatian and Frankist
movements, with its doctrine (so profoundly shocking to the Jewish
conception of things) that the violation of the Torah could become its
true fulfilment [bitulah shel torah zehu kiyyumah), was a dialectical
outgrowth of the belief in the Messiahship of Sabbatai Zevi, and that
this nihilism, in turn, helped pave the way for the Haskalah [so-called
Jewish Enlightenment] and the reform movement of the nineteenth
century, once its religious impulse was exhausted.’®

In Scholem’s thesis, the precise point at which, in his powerful rhetoric,
the abyss of nihilistic Sabbatianism was opened, the explosion occurred or the
conflagration spread, was the paradox of the apostasy of the Messiah Sabbatai
Sevi. Based in Salonica, he was recognized and declared Messiah in 1665
by the foremost theoretician of his movement, the prophet Nathan of
Gaza, and other Kabbalists such as Abraham Cardozo, who together with
Nathan created the post-apostasy Sabbatian doctrine and was one of the
most effective proselytizers of the movement. Then, however, the Ottoman
administration, alerted by the rabbinical leadership in the empire to
Sabbatai’s burgeoning influence, grew concerned about this phenomenon.
In 1666 the Messiah was promptly taken to Edirne (Adrianople) where
he was presented with two options: conversion to Islam or death. He
chose the former on 16 September 1666. The believers were now
confronted with a paradox: if the authenticity of the Messiah had been
beyond doubt, if he had revealed himself to the people and redemption
was imminent, ‘why’, asks Scholem, ‘had he forsaken them and his religion,
and why had the historical and political deliverance from bondage [note
how Zionism’s prolepsis rhetorically appears] which was to have naturally
accompanied the cosmic process of fikkun [restitution] been delayed?’®®

Before proceeding with the way in which the paradox of an apostate
Messiah was resolved according to Scholem, a comment on the historical
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understanding of Sabbatianism ought to be made. The deficiency that
inheres not only in Scholem’s approach but in that of Jewish studies in
general is the following: in their march to create an autonomous national
Jewish subject they are oblivious to the non-Jewish context within which
phenomena like Sabbatianism occurred. In this case hardly any attention
is paid to the Ottoman context, except for the fact that the Ottoman
administration forced Sabbatai Sevi to convert at the rabbinical judges’
(dayyanim) behest, and no Ottoman sources are consulted. Studies by two
Ottoman historians, Madeline Zilfi and Jane Hathaway, expose the incom-
pleteness of the intrinsically Jewish approach to the histories of the Jews.®
What their studies show is that throughout the seventeenth century
Ottoman cities were saturated with Islamic mystical activity practised and
disseminated by Sufi orders and lodges. This was encountered by the
rigorous anti-mystical, puritan movement of Muslim preachers known as
the Kadizadelis. The appearance of Sabbatianism in the 1660s coincided
with the heyday of the Kadizadelis, patronized as they were by the powerful
dynasty of Ottoman grand viziers, the Kopriiliis. It was the former (not
only the Jewish dayyanim) who, in their zealous war against manifestations
of mysticism in the Ottoman realm, pushed the administration dominated
by the latter to force the issue with Sabbatai Sevi and suppress his followers.
This very brief intervention makes clear how much the Ottoman context
matters for fully comprehending Sabbatianism, to say nothing of the ways
in which Islamic-Ottoman mystical features — e.g., the crucial distinction
between the exoteric (zahir) and the esoteric (batin) — echo in Sabbatian
doctrine and Jewish mysticism in general.

The resolution of the paradox of the apostate Messiah was crucial.
Formulated according to Scholem as a new doctrine expressed in Kabbalistic
discourse by Nathan of Gaza and Abraham Cardozo, this resolution began
by propounding the underlying logic that the details of how redemption
would occur were unknown, and would become manifest only as the
redemption unfolded; at the same time, however, everything that occurred
as redemption was unfolding, according to the circular logic of envisaging
redemption, had already been alluded to in the Scriptures. Scholem remarks
that this logic was referred back to no less eminent an authority than
Maimonides, to whom, incidentally, he resentfully alludes on other
occasions as one of the chief representatives of rationalist philosophy.*
Scholem does not mention which text of Maimonides’s Nathan and
Cardozo drew on, but I suspect that it might have been Mishneh Torah,
the code of Jewish law written in the late twelfth century that is regarded
as his magnum opus. The opening statement of that work sets the tone:
‘All the commandments that were given to Moses on Sinai were given
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in their interpretation [Kol ha-mitzvot she-nitnu lo le-Moshe mi-Sinai be-
Jerushan nitnu]’. Nathan and Cardozo would not have been the only readers
who took this to mean that all interpretations inhere in the text.

From this underlying logic the doctrinal resolution of the paradox of
the apostate Messiah proceeds to explain that since Adam’s primordial sin
the last divine sparks of holiness and good (nitzotzof) had been trapped
within the realm of ‘the hylic [a term emanating from gnostic theology]
forces of evil whose hold in the world is especially strong among the
Gentiles [kelipof]’, the realm that lay past the gates of impurity. Redemption
cannot be complete until the nitzotzot were salvaged from the grasp of
the kelipot and restored to their source, prior to the primordial sin. Evil
would perforce collapse when that had been achieved, for it is sustained
solely by the divine sparks captured in its midst. The enormity of this
task is such that only the Redeemer may accomplish it. As it entails
crossing the gates of impurity and delving into the domain of the kelipot,
the Messiah must perform ‘alien acts’ (ma ‘asim zarim), ‘of which his apostasy
is the most startling’.*? It is within the context articulated by this attempt
to resolve the paradox — almost the oxymoron — of the apostate Messiah,
that sayings such as ‘the violation of the Torah is its fulfilment’ (bittulah
shel torah zehu kiyyumah) or ‘a commandment which is fulfilled by means
of a transgression’ (mitzvah ha-ba’ah ba-averah) ought to be comprehended.

The nature of the Sabbatian doctrine in the wake of the Messiah’s
apostasy is perhaps the only point in Scholem’s oeuvre where he tries to
establish a contact between the expulsion from Spain and a messianic
eruption that is historically concrete rather than being just stated meta-
physically. As I will argue, this is politically very significant, but first let
us examine Scholem’s statement itself:

Underlying the novelty of Sabbatian thought more than anything else
was the deeply paradoxical religious sensibility of the Marranos and their
descendants, who constituted a large portion of Sephardic Jewry. Had it
not been for the unique psychology of these reconverts to Judaism, the
new theology would never have found the fertile ground to flourish in
that it did. Regardless of what the actual backgrounds of its first dissem-~
inators may have been, the Sabbatian doctrine of the Messiah was perfectly
tailored to the needs of the Marranic mentality.*?

The Marranos were Iberian Jews who had converted to Catholicism and
then reconverted to Judaism. They may have done so in response to direct
threats from the Inquisition, in response to a general sense of persecution,
or simply because it was beneficial to do so. Some continued to adhere
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to Judaism secret while others became genuine Catholics. The word
marrano is most probably a Portuguese and Spanish corruption of the
Arabic muharram or mahram, something that is forbidden. The word then
acquired in both Iberian idioms the meaning of ‘filthy’ or ‘swine’, and
sometimes also pork, which is of course forbidden in Judaism. Abraham
Cardozo, who was of Marrano origin, stated: ‘It is ordained that the King
Messiah don the garments of a Marrano and so go unrecognized by his
fellow Jews. In a word, it is ordained that he become a Marrano like
me’.¥ The more yawning the chasm between the inner experience of
the believers and the outer reality, Scholem asserts, the more Marranic
Sabbatianism became. The Sabbatians’ intuitive sensation was that the
outwardly professed belief could not by definition be true belief; in order
to be genuine, belief must be concealed and publicly denied. ‘For this
reason every Jew is obliged to become a Marrano’.$

Deploring the Jewish historians for whom these expressions of trans-
formation were no more than ‘inanities’, Scholem identifies in the doctrinal
resolution of the apostate Messiah paradox nothing short of a new theology:
‘From bits and pieces of Scripture, from scattered paradoxes and sayings
in the writings of the Kabbalah, from all the remotest corners of Jewish
religious literature, an unprecedented theology of Judaism was brought
into being’.* It is impossible to overstate the extent to which Scholem
saw in this ‘unprecedented theology of Judaism’ and the mood that
surrounded it a fundamental transformation, and concomitantly the extent
to which this argument constituted his Zionist theology. All the compo-
nents of this theology can be found in the dialogue between Scholem
and his Sabbatian protagonists: the destruction of rabbinical Judaism; the
negation of exile; the revival of a non-rabbinical religious belief; the
insistence on the organic inclusiveness of the Jewish nation/Jewish history
even — perhaps especially - in the face of something as liminal as Marranism
and apostasy.

The non-rabbinical ‘religion’ that the Sabbatian doctrine revived,
‘albeit in a transvalued form’ and in a way that was ‘totally unexpected’,
was second-century Gnosticism. At the risk of digressing, I think it is
worthwhile briefly to look at Scholem’s thesis that the Sabbatian doctrine
was basically a reinterpretation of Gnosticism, for it reveals the revivalist
depth of his own ideology. According to Scholem, Sabbatian thinkers
‘stumbled upon’ the gnostic spiritual world via their reading of the Bible
in search of ‘the mystery of the Godhead [Elohut in Hebrew]’ which
‘exilic Judaism had allowed to perish’.¥’ The Gnostics had distinguished
the good but hidden God, the Supreme Being or the First Cause, whom
the elect people should serve, from a Demiurge or creator of the physical
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universe, who was identified as the law-giving God of the Bible, the
Jewish God. The law-giving God’s superior authority was rejected by
the Gnostics, and He was reviled by them. Abraham Cardozo was the
one who recovered and reinterpreted the gnostic myth for the Sabbatians.
What he did was, in a sense, to invert the gnostic concept by arguing
that the First Cause should be cast aside, for His authority has already
been acknowledged by the intellect of the philosophers of all creeds. It
is the Creator God, the God of Israel, who is the appropriate object of
religious worship. The problem is, to quote Scholem paraphrasing
Cardozo, that

[iln the confusion and demoralization brought on by the exile this
mystery . . . was forgotten and the Jewish People was mistakenly led
to identify the impersonal First Cause with the personal God of the
Bible, a spiritual disaster for which Saadia Gaon, Maimonides, and the
other philosophers will yet be held accountable . . . Here we have a
typically Gnostic scheme, only inverted: the good God is no longer the
deus absconditus, who has now become the deity of the philosophers for
whom there is no room in religion proper, but rather the god of Israel
who created the world and presented it with his Torah.*®

The ‘renewed’ bond between an ancient myth (the gnostic) and the
ur-text (the Hebrew Bible), without the distorting mediation of rabbinical
commentary or philosophical literature, and implicitly the ‘renewed’ bond
between the ancient myth and the land of Israel, seems to have injected
with elan not only Judaism but also Scholem. From that point his negation
of exile argument flows unrestrained, as does his adulation of the Sabbatian
revolutionaries. The depth of Scholem’s yearning for an ancient myth
that would renew, reinvigorate and transform is manifest in the force of
his rhetoric, in the Zionist excitement with which he negates exile and
rabbinical Judaism, and in the almost visible spark in his eyes when he senses
a ‘retum’ to the source — mythical, textual and territorial. Emphasizing the
Sabbatians’ fondness of paradoxes that ‘reveal a dialectical daring that
cannot but be respected’, Scholem moves to underscore the authenticity
of their Jewishness:

Here we are given our deepest glimpse yet into the souls of these
revolutionaries who regarded themselves as loyal Jews while at the same
time completely overturning the traditional religious categories of
Judaism. I am not of course speaking of a feeling of ‘loyalty’ to the
Jewish religion as it was defined by rabbinical authority. For many, if



174 THE RETURNS OF ZIONISM

not most, Sabbatians the Judaism of the rabbis, which they identified
with the Judaism of exile, had come to assume an entirely dubious
character. Even when they continued to live under its jurisdiction it
was not out of any sense of commitment; no doubt it had been suited
to its time, but in the light of the soul-shaking truth of the redemption
that time had passed.®

Having then presented Cardozo’s reinterpretation of the gnostic position,
Scholem sheds such fragments of inhibition as may still linger:

What yearnings for regeneration of faith and what disdainful negation
of exile! Like true spiritual revolutionaries, with an unfeigned enthu-
siasm which even today cannot fail to impress the reader of Cardozo’s
books, the ‘believers’ unflinchingly proclaimed their belief that all
during exile the Jewish people had worshipped a powerless divinity
and had clung to a way of life that was fundamentally in need of
reform . . . Determined to avoid a full-scale revolution within the
heart of Jewry, the rabbinical traditionalists and their supporters did
all they could to drive the ‘believers’ beyond the pale. And yet in
spite of all this, one can hardly deny that a great deal that is authentically
Jewish was embodied in these paradoxical individuals too, in their
desire to start afresh and in their realization of the fact that negating
the exile meant negating its religious and institutional forms as well
and returning to the original fountainheads of the Jewish faith. This
last practice — a tendency to rely on matters of belief upon the Bible
and the Aggadah [non-legal literature] — grew to be particularly strong
among the nihilists in the movement. Here too, faith in paradox
reigned supreme: the stranger the Aggadah, the more offensive to
reason and common sense, the more likely it was to be seized upon
as a symbol of that ‘mystery of faith’ which naturally tended to conceal
itself in the most frightful and fanciful tales.>®

Scholem identifies four forms taken by ‘organized Sabbatian nihilism’
from 1683 (the year of the Dénmes’ conversion to Islam) onwards:*'

(1) The Dénmes, ‘who chose “voluntary Marranism” in the form of
Islam’ (1683, Salonika and then other Ottoman cities).

(2) ‘Believers’ who outwardly continued to adhere to rabbinical Judaism
but inwardly adopted a non-rabbinical understanding of the Torah.
They existed first in Palestine and the Balkans, and from the eighteenth
century also in northern and Eastern Europe.
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(3) The Frankists who ‘Marranized themselves’ by converting to
Catholicism (1759, Poland).

(4) The Frankists in Bohemia, Moravia, Hungary and Romania, who
remained Jewish.

I will now turn to the third form, the Frankists who ‘self~Marranized’,
in order to bring Scholem’s narrative to its temporal conclusion — European
modernity before Zionism — and then to examine his ‘mythology of
prolepsis’ or scholarly-ideological construct.

The son of a rabbi, Jacob Frank was born in Podolia (then Poland,
now a region of Ukraine) in 1726. His travels as a merchant in the
Ottoman Empire in the 1740s brought him in contact with the Sabbatians,
and on his return to Poland in 1755 he founded the Frankists, as an
offshoot of Sabbatianism. In 1759 the Frankists underwent a spectacular
mass baptism at Lvov, Poland, in the presence of members of the Polish
nobility. But the Catholic church brought charges of heresy against Frank,
possibly prompted by the strangeness of his teaching, which resulted in
his imprisonment in 1760. On emerging from prison thirteen years later,
Frank assumed the role of Messiah. Selecting twelve apostles, he settled
at Briinn, Moravia (now Brno, Czech Republic), where he gained the
patronage Maria Theresa, Archduchess of Austria, who employed him as
an apologist of Christianity to the Jews. After 1786 Frank moved to the
small German town of Offenbach, where he spent the rest of his life in
luxury, thanks to the donations of his followers. After his death, leadership
of the sect passed to his daughter Eve Frank, but the movement was soon
absorbed into the Catholic church.

Scholem thinks that Frank ‘was in all his actions a truly corrupt and
degenerate individual’.5? He is, however, unwilling to stop there, because

in spite of all this . . . we are confronted in his person with the extra-
ordinary spectacle of a powerful and tyrannical soul living in the middle
of the eighteenth century and yet immersed in a mythological world
of its own making. Out of the ideas of Sabbatianism, a movement in
which he was apparently raised and educated, Frank was able to weave
a complete myth of religious nihilism.>

The most notable feature of Frank’s religious myth was its striking antin-
omian drive. ‘The Law of Moses’ was utterly rejected as ‘injurious and
useless’, the main obstacle to the re-emergence of ‘the Good God’. Thirty
years after his conversion to Catholicism Frank stated: ‘This much I tell
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you: Christ . . . said that he had come to redeem the world from the hands
of the devil, but I have come to redeem it from all the laws and customs
that have ever existed. It is my task to annihilate all this so that the Good
God can reveal himself.”* In Scholem’s schema of unfolding Geists, Frankism
led to the Haskalah, the so-called Jewish Enlightenment, but because of its
unyielding antinomian drive Frankism wouldn’t halt there. Scholem
concludes ‘Redemption through Sin’ by noting that the French Revolution
imbued with special meaning ‘Frankist subversion of the old morality and
religion . . . and perhaps not only in the abstract, for we know that Frank’s
nephews, whether as “believers” or out of some other motive, were active
in high revolutionary circles in Paris and Strasbourg’.%

One of Jacob Frank’s nephews, whom Scholem had mentioned anony-
mously in 1937 in ‘Redemption through Sin’, became the subject of his
reconstruction of a quintessential Frankist life three decades later in ‘A
Frankist’s Career: Moshe Dobruska and His Metamorphoses’.3 Dobruska
was born in 1753 in Briinn, Moravia (now Brno), where Jacob Frank
would settle in the 1760s. His father held the monopoly over sales of
tobacco in the Austro-Hungarian Empire under Maria Theresa, and his
mother, Scheindel Hirschl, was Jacob Frank’s cousin (hence the description
of Moshe and his brother Emmanuel as his nephews). Hirschl was the
foremost patron of the Sabbatians in Moravia, her rabbinical detractors
referring to her as ‘the whore of Briinn’. Dobruska’s education comprised
rabbinical learning, Sabbatian Kabbalah, German letters, Latin and several
European vernaculars. In 1773 he married Elke, the adopted daughter of
one of the wealthiest leaders of Prague’s Jewish community, Joachim Edler
von Popper.

Scholem makes his point in his unfolding of Dobruska’s life. Like most
of his siblings, Dobruska converted to Catholicism in 1775 and became
Franz Thomas Scheinfeld; his wife Elke became Wilhelmina. He moved
to Vienna where he served the Habsburgs and from 1781 to 1784 was
an active member in one of the ‘Asiatic’ Freemason fratemities. It was a
mystically inclined fraternity, which supported Judaeo-Christian interaction
and which was engaged in the reading of Kabbalistic texts. In the wake of
the French Revolution Dobruska/Scheinfeld began to lean leftward in
both his explicit political pronouncements and the literary circles in
which he moved. He was especially attracted to the Jacobin revolution-
aries. In the early 1790s he left Vienna for Strasbourg, where he now
became Sigmund Frey, later adding Junius, after the Roman Junius
Brutus, one of the leading conspirators in the assassination of Julius
Caesar. On arriving in Paris with Wilhelmina and his brother and sister,
Dobruska/Scheinfeld/Frey’s Jacobinic tendencies intensified, and he never
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left home ‘without wearing the carmagnole’ — though the suspicion that he
was a counter-revolutionary Habsburg agent never died away. His younger
sister married the prominent Jacobin Frangois Chabot. The Dobruska/Frey
brothers together participated in the August 1792 onslaught on the king’s
Tuileries Palace, and even earned a citation from the revolutionary authorities.
On 5 April 1794 Danton, Chabot and others were executed; among them,
condemned to death for treason, were the brothers Frey.
Scholem concludes his account of Dobruska’s life poetically:

Thus ended the overt and covert, surprising and tumultuous career of
Moshe Dobruska — Franz Thomas von Scheinfeld — Junius Frey . . .
Partially a Jew and partially an assimilated convert; partially a Kabbalist
and man of the concealed and partially a man of enlightenment; partially
a Jacobin and partially a spy — everything partially, but a true and
complete Frankist.%’

Let us now return to Abraham Cardozo, the Marrano formulator of
the gnostic Sabbatian doctrine that, according to Scholem, resolved for
the ‘believers’ the paradox of the apostate Messiah. In the late 1660s
Cardozo was leading a comfortable life in Tripoli in Ottoman North
Africa. A physician, he had been sent there by his patron, the Duke of
Tuscany, to treat the Ottoman governor Osman Pasha, and was looked
after by the local grandee Receb Bey. When the Jewish judges (dayyanim)
of Sabbatai Sevi’s home town of Izmir (Smyrna) convened to discuss the
apostate Messiah, they solicited testimonies from several persons, and
Cardozo too offered one. His testimony, Iggrot le-dayyanei Izmir (‘Epistles
to the judges of Izmir’), was dated (to 1669) and published by Scholem.®
However, in the Epistles Cardozo alludes to the messianic era in a way
that Scholem omits to mention in ‘Redemption through Sin’. Cardozo
explains to the judges that his messianic belief by no means stemmed from
‘my being in exile, for I experience no exile’.’

Cardozo explicitly objected to the notion that the Messiah would bring
the Jews back to the land of Israel. As David Halperin senses, ‘fh]is own
image of the Messianic era is a strangely prescient foreshadowing of the
Jewish political emancipation of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’.%
Cardozo shared his own vision with the judges: “When the Redeemer
comes, the Jews will still be living among the Gentiles even after their
salvation is accomplished. But they will not be dead men, as they had
been previously. Through their redemption they will experience happiness,
enjoy dignity and honor’.®!

If we momentarily remain within the logic of what I called, via Skinner,
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Scholem’s mythology of prolepsis, it should be evident that Dobruska and
Cardozo as important precursors of things to come seriously challenge
the direction of this logic. What they and other figures show is that being
a Zionist historian in Zion is not necessarily advantageous to understanding
Cardozo and Dobruska better. In fact being an authoritative Zionist histo-
rian in Zion, if anything, utterly distorts both what the historical experiences
of Cardozo and Dobruska could mean within their own context, and —
should one wish to toy with prolepsis — what they could mean as precursors
within Scholem’s grand historical schema that dialectically went from the
Lurianic Kabbalah to Zionism. My contention is that the Marrano Cardozo,
who did not feel he was in exile in the negationist sense, and the Frankist-
Jacobin Dobruska, whose turn to Jacobinism was, according to Scholem,
quintessentially Frankist, in fact resist Scholem’s Zionist theology at the
levels of both proper history and prolepsis. And perhaps the perspective
that is more adequate for an empathetic understanding of these two figures
is that of the non-Zionist, so much reviled by Scholem. It might be, in
other words, that the position of ‘general humanity’ whose existence
Scholem so adamantly denied, except in the imagination of hallucinatory
exilic Jews, as he told Ehud Ben-Ezer in the conversation quoted at the
beginning of the chapter, is actually more appropriate for an empathetic
interpretation of Cardozo and Dobruska.

The Fight Over Walter Benjamin

I will conclude this chapter with an intervention in the debate over the
significance of Benjamin’s fragmented oeuvre and his legacy. I want to
respond to an argument put forward by David Biale on the affinity between
Scholem’s and Benjamin’s methods and philosophies of history. Biale’s
study of Scholem, which I have already referred to on several occasions,
is possibly the most accepted and cited overall interpretation of the content
and meaning of his project in the English-speaking scholarly community.
Biale finds affinity between what he terms Scholem’s counter-history, and
Benjamin’s radical stance against triumphant positivist historicism as
elucidated in the ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ and his famous
call to ‘brush history against the grain’. He is aware of Scholem’s aversion
to Marxism and dialectical materialism, as well as of his unwillingness to
accept Benjamin’s unorthodox adherence to both. Biale avers that
‘Scholem’s close friendship with Benjamin suggests the plausibility of
considering their philosophies of history together’.®2 The motto Biale
chose for the book as a whole is, moreover, Benjamin’s call just mentioned.

I find this argument objectionable intellectually, politically and ethically.
I would argue that although Scholem indeed sought to use Benjamin’s
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critique of historicism, and was in a way influenced by it, he completely
distorted it for his own ends. I think, moreover, that the political and
ethical world views that guided Benjamin and Scholem and to which
they were committed — unorthodox Marxist humanism (strewn with
Jewish messianism and romanticism) and Zionism, respectively — were
and have remained not only incompatible, but also mutually exclusive.

What the ‘Theses’ express, in other words, is not a historical method
in the narrowly academic sense but an ethical and political drive to redeem
humanity’s oppressed, the very same ‘general humanity’ Scholem imagined
to exist only in the imagination of some feeble Weimar Jews; the very
same ‘general humanity’ the mere mention of which made Scholem lose
his temper. Michael Léwy, in his Talmudic interpretation of the ‘Theses’,%
is well aware of the three sources that comprise Benjamin’s thought:
German romanticism, Jewish messianism, and Marxism. Yet when placing
the ‘Theses’ within a tradition he is unequivocal: ‘Walter Benjamin’s
“Theses ‘On the Concept of History’” (1940) constitutes one of the most
important philosophical and political texts of the twentdeth century. In
revolutionary thought, it is perhaps the most significant document since
Marx’s “Theses on Feuerbach”.’®* [ shall register my firm objection to
Scholem’s misuse of Benjamin by alluding to two original critics: first the
Moravian-born Israeli Barukh Kurzweil, and then, befitting the chapter’s
closure, an individual with whom it began: George Steiner.

Possibly the most vehement Israeli critic of Scholem and the Jerusalem
scholars, Barukh Kurzweil made a particularly enlightening pronouncement
on Benjamin’s legacy and its appropriation. Kurzweil was a thoroughly
cultured literary critic. Born in 1907, he emigrated from Moravia to
Palestine in 1939, and found work as a high-school teacher in Haifa. In
1955 he was recruited by the national-religious Bar-Ilan University to
teach Hebrew literature. Yet Kurzweil conducted a critical campaign
aimed at the community of Jewish studies at the Hebrew University, and
in particular at Scholem. He held the latter in high esteem and regarded
him a worthy adversary because of his intellectual prowess; however, he
considered the majority of Scholem’s colleagues lightweights, busily
engaged in academic tourism. This can be seen in his vicious judgment
on one of Scholem’s younger associates: ‘Jacob Katz interests me only as
a symptom on the margins of the general picture. I mentioned him
incidentally and my main concern [is] G. Scholem, for in him I see an
exceptional but dangerous intellectual talent, while Katz did a decent and
nice job as long as he was content with writing history text-books for
schools.’®® Kurzweil was doubtless hurt by the lack of recognition of his
work and by never being offered a position at the Hebrew University,
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and his iconoclastic life came to a sad end with his suicide in 1972. His
systematic critique of Scholem appeared in the late 1950s and the 1960s
in Haaretz and other journals. It has received scholarly attention, although
the part of it which deals with the relevance of Benjamin has been largely
passed over.%

To understand properly Kurzweil’s take on Benjamin, it is necessary
to present the gist of his overall view of Scholem’s project.” What must
be made clear first is that Kurzweil’s wrath was incurred by the authority
that Scholem and the Jerusalem scholars had, in his view, usurped: they
claimed the right to speak for and revitalize Judaism, secure its perpetuity.
He did not deny their right to study Judaism, even when he disagreed
with their methods and conclusions, but he furiously and adamantly
objected to the golden calf of science becoming the custodian of something
— Judaism — that was after all a matter of religious belief. This is a point
which Kurzweil reiterated throughout his work, and which is most directly
made in the title he gave to the second part of his book that gathered
his main essays on Scholem and the Jerusalem scholars: ‘Dovreha ha-
medumim shel ha-Yahadut’ (‘Judaism’s false spokesmen’).®® Kurzweil held
Scholem’s project in high esteem and admired its enormous contribution
to the study of Judaism, but he was very wary of Judaism’s fate being
entrusted to a non-believing religious anarchist with an irresistible genius
and charisma like Scholem. And he was cagey about, as he put it, ‘the
obsession of the neo-mythic stupor [ha-dibbug shel ha-shikkaron ha-neomiti]’ %
Citing again Scholem’s famous statement, ‘we had come to rebel and ended
up continuing’, Kurzweil adds: ‘And what is it that we are continuing?
Judaism’s burial procession.’”®

Four intimately related points in Kurzweil’s criticism are crucially
pertinent to his view on the Benjamin/Scholem complex. These are: the
immanence of secularism and modernity within Judaism; the presumption
of scientific objectivity; the absolute authority accorded to philological
history; and the allegedly superior position and scholarship of Scholem
and his Jerusalem colleagues vis-i-vis the nineteenth-century Wissenschaft
in Germany.

Kurzweil rejected categorically and comprehensively Scholem’s narrative
of immanence that led from the altered, ‘messianized’, Kabbalah, through
Sabbatianism to secularism and Jewish nationalism. For him all modem
phenomena, including those that could be identified as Jewish, owed their
emergence to the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.”! In
Kurzweil’s view, Judaism was a religion first and foremost, and essentially
an exilic and rabbinical entity; he therefore had no stake in an organically
immanent narrative, linear or dialectic.”
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Next, adopting Nietzsche’s (and as we shall see, Benjamin’s) position
on the crisis of historicism, Kurzweil sets out to attack Scholem’s claim
of scientific objectivity and its concomitant, the claim of authoritatively
superior authenticity over the nineteenth-century German Jewish
scholars. Referring to one of the pillars of nineteenth-century Wissenschaft,
Eduard Gans, Kurzweil underscores the continuity between Gans and
Scholem:

The difference between Scholem and Gans and his friends is not in
substance but in appearance, and from the point of view of religious
Judaism the difference is not all that large. Both Scholem and Gans
begin from a [similar] assumption: halakhic Judaism is a stumbling block
on the way to normalization. Granted, Gans’s method is more rationalist,
whereas Scholem blasts Judaism through Jewish mysticism, which was,
for him, not a foundation and fountain for belief, but an anarchistic
vehicle through which rabbinical Judaism could be destroyed from
within . . . Scholem is the first great Jewish scholar who with an
ingenious instinct chose the supposed mystic pose, more precisely: the
pose of nihilistic mysticism or mystical nihilism, in order to throw stones
from it at the Judaism of the ‘a-normal’ Jewish existence, at the Judaism
of the rabbinical Halakha. The anarchist’s target [is] the Judaism of the
Halakha; his weapon, the mystical texts. There is no more conclusive
evidence for the absurdity of our time than the fact that precisely
Scholem is today ~ Judaism’s spokesman!™

Although this is not the thrust of the present discussion, I should
highlight (as I keep doing throughout the book) the extent to which the
Kurzweil/Scholem debate was Judaeocentric, the extent to which it
ignored the Palestinian Arabs. Kurzweil is not incorrect in underscoring
the continuity between Gans’s and Scholem’s attitudes to Halakhic Judaism,
but he is utterly oblivious to the acuteness of one difference: Gans’s aim
was full integration into German society, whereas Scholem’s was ‘return’
to the land of Israel. From a Palestinian perspective, this difference is what
matters most. Kurzweil then addresses Scholem’s categorical assertion that
the Wissenschaft scholars could not produce a ‘pure objective science’ by
definition, because they served a non-scientific purpose, namely, eman-
cipation and assimilation, and because their stance was perforce apologetic.
Kurzweil agrees that scientific objectivity was unattainable — he had
Nietzschean doubts about objectivity as such — but not only by that
particular scholarly community:
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With Scholem the deviation from false objectivity does nothing more than
substitute secular nationalism for apologetics. That is to say: there [in the
nineteenth-century Wissenschaft] the apologetics is for integration into a
secular-Christian society and state; here [the scholarship of Scholem and
his Jerusalem colleagues] we are dealing with a historical-philosophical
validation of a secular nationalism of the future [Kurzweil is referring
specifically to Scholem’s 1937 ‘R edemption through Sin’] Zionist state.™

Perhaps it is a deeply ingrained, ineradicably modernist prejudice that
causes one to be astounded by the extent to which Kurzweil, an explicitly
self-confessed religious Jew in Franz Rosenzweig’s sense,” intellectually and
ethically admired and emotionally liked Walter Benjamin; and concomitantly,
the ferociousness with which he insisted on the wrongfulness of Scholem’s
attempt to claim Benjamin. Kurzweil points out the ever-present tension,
indeed contradiction, in Jewish studies between ‘Enlightened and Roomantic
trends’, and contends that within this tension ‘is ensconced the deep contrast
of Scholem’s way and that of his friend Walter Benjamin’.’® He then utterly
refutes Scholem’s appropriation of Benjamin:

Scholem’s interpretation of W. Benjamin’s attitude to the land of Israel
and to Judaism is most subjective and his attempt to ‘Judaize’ Benjamin
originates in Scholem’s efforts to interpret Benjamin as if he were G.
Scholem. Anyone who knows Benjamin’s writings as I do, his works
on Goethe and the German tragedy play, must see that in Benjamin’s
spiritual world Judaism had only marginal significance, and therefore
all of Scholem’s observations — also regarding Benjamin’s place in
German [culture] criticism — are stamped with subjective excess and do
not come close to being an objective discussion. Benjamin was unwilling
to partake in Scholem’s escape to historicism, Romantic Zionism,
mysticism and philology. The problems of society guided his way and
Marxist dialectics was his beacon — albeit not in the orthodox sense —
which is what distinguishes between him and his friend Brecht. But
the Zionist venture . . . was suspicious in his eyes as a bourgeois
experiment of which one ought to be wary. Even to French culture
Benjamin was closer than to Judaism.”

Kurzweil’s intimate knowledge of German culture and letters, a world
he shared with Benjamin and Scholem (but not with institutional Hebrew
literary criticism as a whole), allowed him to present a precisely argued
analysis of Scholem’s use of Benjamin. He correctly deduced that under-
lying Scholem’s tumn to Jung in the latter part of his career, as well as
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his self-conscious seclusion behind the walls of ‘pure science’ and ‘immac-
ulate philological fidelity’, was despair of both Judaism — including its
mystical side — and Zionism.”® This was inevitable, Kurzweil thought,
because “Without a binding relation to normative religion, every mysticism
leads to demonic anarchism . . . Kabbalah without Talmud, a theory of
the occult without practical commandments, wind up in pan-demonism’.”
Posing the question of how this occurred specifically with Scholem,
Kurzweil observes:

The key to understanding [this] lies in Walter Benjamin’s ‘Theses on
the Philosophy of History’. Scholem depends on Benjamin’s assumptions
but he deserted them by giving them an arbitrary interpretation. There-
fore Benjamin’s humanistic, messianic—secular-Marxist trajectory was
transformed by Scholem’s touch into the demonic, which is the most
dangerous adversary of the humanistic.%

Kurzweil develops this explanation by positing the following equation:
‘[h)istorical materialism/historicism = Jewish mysticism/classical rabbinical
Judaism’. He elaborates: ‘This equation is the solution for the riddle [of
Scholem’s arbitrary use of Bejamin]. Scholem transferred to rabbinical
Judaism Benjamin’s critique of historicism. His idea of exploding classical,
rabbinical Judaism’s continuum through the foundations of Kabbalah and
mysticism is the transfer of Benjamin’s idea of exploding the historical
continuum through historical materialism’.%