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IN THE TIELD of historical inquiry, accepted patterns of
thought often interlere with new empirical research. The
conceptual equipment a historian brings to explore unknown
terrain may just be unsuited for the task and serve to distort
rather than delineate the contours of his wpic. The proper
understanding ol many 2 new subject has been long delayed
by an instinctive application ol well-worn notions that mrike
it difficult to approach the subject at hand without blinders.
Should those notions about the past also be in error, the
difficulty in studying a new topic is twice compounded, It
may thus take sometimes a generation or two before his-
torians are able to [ree themselves from the strait jacket of
earlier conceptualizations in order to conduct their research
in terms dictated by the subject itsell.

Rarely has a subject appeared to confirm so conclusively a
prevailing perception of the past as in the case of the Nazi
extermination of European Jewry, The isolation, helpless-
ness, and disorientation experienced by Jews caught in the
Nazi maelstrom seem to bear out the contention that in the
diaspora Jews were destined to remain the passive victims
of historical circumstances beyond cheir control. At the end
of his still overwhelming study of the Final Solution, Raul
Hilberg unhesitatingly invoked “a two-thousand-year-old
experience” to account [or the absence ol fewish resistance.!

For the first time in the history of Western civilization the
perpetrators had overcome all administrative and moral
obstacles to a killing operation. For the first time, also, the
Jewish victims- caught in the strait jacket of their history-
plunged themselves physically and psychologically into
catastrophe. The destruction of the Jews was thus no
accident.?




Consequently, the ultimate explanation for a Jewish response
which unwittingly abetted Nazi objectives is to be found in
the nature of Jewish history rather than in the nature of the
Nazi assault. Jewish behavior during the Holocaust becomes
thereby but one instance of a general view of the diaspora
experience,

That Hilberg who is neither a Jewish historian nor a Zionist
should have recourse to this view is perhaps the most con-
vincing evidence as to the extent of its dominance. And
indeed the most cursory historiographical survey will quickly
reveal the diverse quarters and variety of forms in which the
view is to he found. Like most of the regnant conceptualiza-
tions about the Jewish past, this one too has its genesis in
the historical creativity of nineteenth-century Wissenschaft.
Amid the pressure of the emancipation struggle, Jewish adve-
cates and historians divested exilic Judaism of any trace of
political history. What survived the final demise of the
Jewish state was a religious community with a universal
mandate to teach mankind the loftiest known form of ethical
monotheism, The lands of the dispersion, and not Palestine,
now became the only legitimate arena for the conduct of
Jewish life.

WHERF_AS THIS PART of the reconstruction of Jewish history
was meant to disarm Christian opponents of emancipation
as well as to shore up Jewish loyalties to Judaism, the con-
tinned emphasis on the unbroken suffering of the exilic
experience was intended to strengthen the claim for equality.
Contemporary Jewish fa2ults were not evidence of innate
depravity but only the scars Ieft by more than a millennium
of Christian: oppression. It was this exclusive emphasis on

the twin’ themes-of persecution and martyrdom that reduced.

the political history of didspara Jewty to little more than the
passivé enduranée of endless violence, The deeply ‘engaged
scholars of the emancipation era had produced 2 secularized
version of the older religious concept of Galut.3
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In the early decades of the twentieth century this perception
of the diaspora experience became central to a number of
seminal if disparate statements about Jewish history. For
example, -two men as dissimilar as Max Weber and Franz
Rosenzweig arrived independently and simuliancously at

_.very similar formulations, Though Weber's empathetic and

valuefrée sociplogy summed up the best of the German
academic tradition, it did teeter at the brink of relativism,
and Rosenzweig, who had mastered that tradition at the [eet
of Friedrich Meinecke, dared to reject it for a highly subjec-
tive mode of theological thought# Toward the end of his
trenchant study of Israelite religion, Weber offered some
observations on the nature of the diaspora Jewish com.
munity. Following Wellhausen, he stressed the priesily role
in transforming postexilic Judaism from a national polity
into a religious community, while disregarding the potent
expressions of national vility that punctuated the period
ol the Second Commaonwealth. Above all, he designated this
self-imposed and ritually effected segregation as the condition
of a pariah community. Jewish scholars might carp at what
actually had become the prevailing Protestant thesis about
the origins of this parfah community, but there can be little
doubt about the fact that the resonances of Weber's term
accorded perfectly with their own perception of Jewish fate
in the Middle Ages.’

What Weber put sociclogically, Rosenzweig articulated theo-
logically. In many ways a spokesman for a resurgent German
Orthodoxy, Rosenzweig turned his back on nineteenth-century
Jewish Wissenschaft and its evolutionary model of Judaism.
Instead, he ventured a bold nontemporal portrayal of a
tharoughly ahistorical Judaism. The key to the survival,
essence, and mission of Judaisin lay in its existence outside
the parameters of history. As a spiritual nation the Jews
exhibited a uniquely non-historical relationship to the usual
constituent factors of nationality- law, language, and land.
By sacrificing its temporal existence, Judaism served to
embody for Jews and to hold out for mankind messianic
redemption. In regard to our immediate concern what must
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be stressed is that in his flight from Wissenschaft, Rasenzweig
ironically reinforced in a profound way the dominant non-
political view of diaspora histary.6

That view gained still wider currency when it was seized by
the ideologues of the Zionist renaissance and turned with
tlevastating effect on the delenders of Western style emanci-
pation. The paradexical fact is that both Zionists and
emancipationists for diflerent reasons shared the stme grim
perception of the Jewish Middle Ages; what divided them so
deeply was rather the question of whether that dark period
was over. Against the background of the brutal failure of the
Jewish policy of the Czarist regime, Zionism delivered a
passionate critique of Jewish powerlessness,

No DOCUMENT states that indicement more radically than
the Hebrew short story by Haim Hazaz entitled “The Ser
mon.” When the awkward and inarticulate Yudka overcomes
his trepidation to address the central committee of his
kibbutz, the Jewish peaple has at last found one of its own
to ventilate its true feelings. The hesitant speech by Yudka
is 2 blunt rejection of ail exilic history, a subject that should
be expunged from the textbooks of our children.

"Because we didn't make our own history, the goyim made
it for us. Just as they used to put out our candles on
Sabbath, milk our cows and light our oven on Sabbath,
so they made our history for us to suit themselves, and
we took it from them as it came,”?

A closer look at the nature of this imposed history reveals
an endless repetition of “oppression, defamation, persecution,
and martyrdem . .-. That's what's in it, and nothing morel
Afterali, it's. ... it's; ... it bores you to death, it’s just plain
dulll™® By ‘the time. he's finished  Yudkit has repodiated
TJudaism.itsell, its paralyzing legalism, its messianic passivity,
and ité rootlesy existence. Zionism is no less thein a break with
the ‘past. “When' a man can no longer be a Jew, he hecomes
a Zionist,"?

&

ONE OF THE coNpUITS through which this non-political
view of Jewish history was diffused in America was the work
of Hannah Arendt, As early as 194 in an essay entitled
“The Jew as Pariah: A Hidden Tradition,” she applied
Max Weber's thesis in an effort to relate at least part of the
creativity of {our Jewish writers and artists to their personal
experience of pariahdom.® A year later she moved [rom the
artistic to the political consequences of the pariah legacy.
She now turned with vengeance on the Zionist movement in
a bread, biting eritique of its political judgment and nerve.
The upshot of her pungent analysis was that the Zionists
were consistently guilty of the very same political obtuseness
and timidity for which they roundly condemned their oppo-
nents.’t In The Origing of Totalitarianism, Arendt expanded
her charge into a general indictment af all Jewish political
sagacity. A two-thousand-year condition of powerlessness had
atrophied the political capacity of the Jews, In consequence,
Jewish leadership since the emancipation had blindly com-
mitted itself to a tragic alliance with the nation-state that
would eventually lead to the destruction of both.,!? In sum,
a decade before Hilberg's book, Arendt had implicitly put
forth the proposition that the victims of the Final Solution
were partially responsible for their fate. Jewish history had
transformed the descendents of the prophets into pariabs
incapable of sound political judgment.l3

Now the purpose of this excursion into modern Jewish
historiography is not to duck the issue whether Jews did or
did not resist the Nazis, but rather to emphasize the extent
to which our perception and articulation of the problem are
conditioned by certain ingrained notions about Jewish his-
tory which themselves are not beyond question. Indeed, what
I have wuied to suggest is that the non-political view of
diaspora history was iwself conditioned by an identifiable set
of historical circumstances and refurbished and redeployed
by scholars and ideologues of a later age, Tracing the genesis
of the conventional wisdom was meant to challenge its
validity. On the factual level, the Hilberg version of the
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Arendt thesis has rightly provoked a torrent of research
intent on showing the nature and cxtent of Jewish resist-
ance; on the interpretive [evel, however, it has yet failed to
stimulate a fresh examination of Jewish political history.

II

AT THE OUTSET, two thenretical observations are in order
regarding the common view so clearly mirrored in the works
of Arendt and Hilberg. First, the Jews in the diaspora do
have a political history, for political history is not a function
of land, but of legal status and group cohesiveness. For much
of their diaspora experience the Jews constituted a state
within a state precisely because they were distinguished by
boih. Furthermore, that status and cohesiveness gave rise to
major institutions of seif-government whose responsibility it
was to administer the internal and external or, if you please,
the domestic and foreign affairs of the community. ¥or the
purpose of our analysis we shall restrict our use of the term
political history to the external affairs of the Jewish com-
munity, but even in that limited sense it is not easy to
exclude internal matters, for often internal policies were
dictated by external considerations. A case in point would be
the widespread sumptnary laws of medieval Jewish com-
munities which were designed o control the display of
Jewish wealth so as not to excite gentile envy.4 Jewish
leaders clearly sensed that economic grievances often fueled
the fires of religious hatred.!s

Beyond the insistence on a political dimension w Jewish
history, it should also be observed initially that survival as
a dynamic, creative, and cohesive minority evokes a pre-
sumption of political sagacity of a fairly high order. The
refuse pile of history confirms that national survival {5 a rare
“achievement,. To be sure, the determination of medieval
Jews to persist against all odds wus rooted in deep faith, and
where that faith weakened, as it did in fourteenth- and
fifteenth century Spain, so did the will to persist.'d But
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religions commitment without political sagacity is about as
effective as brawn without brain., To depoliticize Jewish
history is to make survival either mystifying or fortuitous.
In contrast, I would like to argue that studied politically
Jews have displayed over time an unusual ability to identify
their collective interests, 1o assess the possibilities for action,
10 locate allies, to organize and deploy their resources, and
to learn from their failures and mistakes. Moreover, Jewish
political history evinces the existence of distinet policies for
survival carefully formulated and consciously transmitied
from generation to generation. While most of my examples
will be drawn from the modern period, the nature of the
prevailing view dictates that I devote a few remarks first to
the pelitical strategy of medieval Jewry.

As we have seen, the perception of diaspora history in terms
of powerlessness and passivity rests heavily on the medieval
experience. In truth, however, these terms are simply inade-
quate for understanding medieval political strategy, because
they submerge every trace of consciousness and intiative. A
maore apprapriate term for the subject would be political
quietism, which is meant to designate a calculated policy of
cooperation with established authorities on the basis of
utility. What Jews needed most in Christian Europe was
protection from the mob, whether driven by greed or bigotry,
and they usually managed to acquire it by offering their
talents, connections, and resources to the dominant power in
the territory they sought to inhabit. The agreement was
usually finalized in the form of a written charser which
granted Jews communal autonomy and physical protection
in return for their economic service)? What deserves special
emphasis though is the face thae this alliance with authority
did not derive solely [rom an assessment of the unstable
conditions of feudal Europe. It was also the political legacy
of Rabbinic Judaism worked out in the dark decades fol-
lowing the last of the daring rebellions against Imperial
Rome, No matter how justified by Roman provocation, the
rebellions proved a disasterous exercise in [utility which
endangered the status of Jews throughout the empire and
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weakened the centrality of Palestinian leadership, In conse-
quence, Rabbinic leadership of the second and third cen-
turies expunged the symbol of Masada [rom the collective
memory and glorified instead the figure of Rabban Yohanan

- ben Zakkai, whose sober political judgment had been vindi-
cated by the Zealot's crushing defeat. As their power grew,
the Rabhis effected a fundamental change in political policy
away from military resistance to political quietism. Towurd
that end, they condemned messianic speculation, inculcated
respect for the ruling authorities, and suppressed the example
of Maccabean military prowess.1?

This religionsly reinforced paolitical policy, which permeated
much of the evolving corpus of Rabbinic literature, was con-
veniently and cogently summarized early in the Middle Ages
in a historical work chat was destined to become the major
medieval Jewish source of inlormation about the period of
the Second Commonwealth. Written in lucid Biblical prose,
Yosephon was probably composed by a Jew [rom southern
Iraly somewhere between the years 900 to 965, The primary
source, though not the only one, from which Joseph hen
Gurion, the purported aunthor, drew his material seems to
have been Latin transtations of The fewish War and Jewish
Antiguities by Josephus, hence the eventual resemblance in
name.’ In retelling the story ol the first great uprising
against Rome which ended in the destruction of the Temple,
the author fully shared the anti-Zealot bias of his namesake.
Coupled with an admiration for the heroism and martrydom
af the Zealots is an intense disapproval of their revolt. The
uprising is portrayed as a rejection of Geod's will. In the
hierarchical suucture ol nature, one part is always subser-
vient to another. The fourth kingdom, like all great empires,
is ardained by God, and the mandate of Jewish leadership is
to assure sirvival through submission. Interfaced throughout
this political message is alsa a rich array of religious consola-
tions.2¢ Nevertheless, what stands out is that European Jewry
was_heir to’a political poliey forged in the wake of catas-
wophic failure and perfectly suited to its own precarious
minority status in a feudal Christian society.
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THE NATIONAL EXPuLsions of the thirteenth, [ourteenth,
and fifteenth ¢ensuries gravely challenged the underlying
assumptions of this policy of quietism, A brief aside by
Abravanel in the middle ol one of his messianic tracts of
consolation written after 1492 suggests that at least some
contemporary Jewish leaders realized the implications. Abra-
vanel correctly distinguished between persecutions and expul-
sions in terms of their source rather than size. Persecutions
welled up from below. They gave vent to the fury of the
mob and usually ran counter to governmene policy. On the
ather hand, expulsions derived from above as an official act
of state, and signified a repudiation and not a temporary
breakdown of ithe alliance based on murual interests between
the Jewish polity and the central authorities.t

That the agony of repeated expulsion did not bring about a
fundamental reappraisal of Jewish political strategy in the
turbulent two centuries which followed the Spanish expul-
sion may perhaps best be accounted for by the geographically
and economically expanding world into which Jews were
thrown. Both sets of cirenmstances created an ethos of mer-
cantilism freed of religious constraints that granted Jews the
mobility and opportunities to relocate with relative ease.
And thus despite -the military and messianic paroxysms of
David Reubeni in the sixteenth and Shabbetai Zevi in the
seventeenth century, fewish leadership preferred to reformu-
late its medieval argument of economic utility in terms of
the new era. Simone Luzzatta's 1638 Italian tract on behalf
of the economic utility and religious civility of Venetian
Jewry is only the most complete and sophisticated example
we have of this refurbished Jewish argument, but there can
be little doubt that fews used the same effective appeal to
the economic interests of increasingly secularized govern-
ments to gain entry into Holland, England, and the rising
ahsolute states of central Europe®?

Thus a proper reading of even medieval Jewish history, I
suggest, reveals a conscious political tradition, Jews may
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indeed have been pariahs, but never powerless to exert a
measure of influence on the forces shaping their destiny. In
our preoccupation with the parameters set by the dominant
instientions of non-JTewish society, we must not lose sight of
the assessments made and inidatives taken by Jewish leader-
ship. That Jews came through the precarious insecurity of
extended exile is testimony to the intelligence and effective-
ness with which they conducted their foreign affairs,

III

IN COMPARISON wiTH the medieval period, modern Jewish
history exhibits political as well as religious diversity. What
emancipationists and Zionists did share was a commeon deter-
mination to end the state of Galut, By the end of the
eighteenth century, that state was no longer marked by
recurring waves of persecution and expulsion, but rather by
a mountain of suffocating regulations, which undercut the
very mercantilist objectives of European absolutism. Innu-
merable restrictions and excessive taxation had reduced the
ever increasing masses of Ashkenazic Jewry to abject poverty.
These conditions dictated a major shift in Jewish strategy.

When Mendelssohn eventually rase to speak out publicly on
behalf of the wdherents of Judaism, he unequivocally sided
with the [orces lor change. Unlike Dohm, be did not plead
for an amelioration ol Jewish status out of prudensial con-
siderations; on the contrary, he demanded the extension of
full equality on the basis of principle. The intent of his
lengthy excursus into palitical theory which constitutes the
first and more important half of Jerusalem is to establish the
“principle that the state has no theoretical right to demand
religidus reforms in return for an improvement of status. In
effect he set {orth an elaborate theoretical argument for the
separation of church and state. In the process he tatally
abandoned the traditional Jewish line of argumentation in
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terms of utility, Equality was a right and not a reward.
Jerusalem is therefore a tract of revolutionary import.
Amelioration was perhaps still possible through an alliance
with the absolute state; emancipation, however, could become
a reality only in a liberal state based on law. Within the
context of Jewish political history, the fight for emancipation
meant a challenge to established authority not seen since the
rebellions against Rome,

The palitical realignment of the Jews with the forces for
change had actually begun a century belore in two cases of
resettlement. Jews entered both Holland and England by
exploiting the occasion of a victorious revolution. In the
Low Lands the House of Orange had just thrown off the
Spanish yoke and across the Channel Cromwell had driven
out the Stuarts. Both groups of insurgents were eager to
attract the financial resources at the disposal of Jewish exiles
from the Iberian Peninsula.* In the broad wake of the
French Revolution, that nexus between emancipation and a
change in the political order became a European common-
place. The long-delayed emancipation of Russian Jewry in
1817 only underscores the fact that any radical improvement
in Jewish status required the overthrow of the ancien régime.

As the nineteenth century wore on, the continued denial of
emancipation in its varied forms intensified Jewish opposi-
tion to those in power. The degree of militancy mus: be
measured by what Jewish leaders did and not what they said,
for often they couched a defiant posture in the mast concilia-
tory terms. A prototypical example of this political style was
the resistance manifested by the Parisian Assembly of Nota-
bles to Napaolean. Of all the questions he foisted on them in
his determination to reconsider the wisdom of emancipation,
only one really impinged on the future survival of the Jewish
community: whether Judaism allowed for intermarriage.
Napolean's intent wus clear: emancipation required the dis-
solution of Jewish proup identity. And yet, while the dele-
gates profusely protested their identity with France and their
love of Frenchmen, they refused to condone the practice of
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intermarriage. On the issue that counted, they stood firm,
even against Napoleon.? Similarly, when in the early 1840s
Frederick William IV of Prussia unveiled the retrogressive
idea of reimposing a medieval corporate structure on Prus-
stan Jewry, he was met with such a barrage of petitions and
protests from the Jewish community that he soon withdrew
his proposal® The departuye From the traditional Jewish
alliance with those in power marked by these instances of
collective action is confirmed by Jacob Toury's analysis of
Jewish pelitical beluvior in Formdrz Germany, According to
his rough estimate, by the 18405 some 46%, of the Jewish
population and about 82%, of the Jews active in politics
identified with the liberals and those still further to the left?

I'r MUST B& NOTED, however, that the first figure in particular
indicates a still sizable preference for the prevailing political
order. Not all Jews recognized as early or as clearly as did
Leopold Zunz that Fewish emancipation was predicated on
the trimph of political liberalism.2® Or perhaps precisely
because the fight for emancipation had set the Jewish com-
munity on a collision rourse with the guardians of traditional
society, many refused to discard the medieval alliance with
established authority. The most consistent adherents of the
medieval policy in the modern era were the Orthodox. The
most traditional sector of the Jewish community also prac-
ticed the most conservative politics, For decades its leaders
dissaciated themselves from the struggle for emancipation for
{ear of its religivus consequences. The historical significance
of Samson Raphael Hirsch rests on the palitical import of
his message as much as on its religious content, Far the first
tme, an Orthodox leader not only weicomed the challenge

.of emancipation, but as the events of 1848 in Austria would

show, was. willing to fight for it with courage and vigor.?
But such militancy did not typily the politics of his later
followers, whe often preferred the Cathalic Center o the
Protestant liberals and rarely fought the anti-Semites.30
Perhaps the most striking instance of Orthadoxy’s political
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conservatism comes from inter-war Poland where the Apgudas
Yisroel, the political spokesman for Polish Hasidism, main-
tained a close alliance with the Polish regime, despite
repeated betrayal, until the infamous restriction on Jewish
ritual slaughtering in 1936 drove it inio furious opposition,

IE then the struggle for emancipation radicalized the palitical
strategy of much of the organized Jewish community, the
constant need to defend emancipation often called forth bold
and imaginative action. The very formation of the Alliance
Israglite Universelle in [8G0 served to repudiate the pus-
sionate remunciation by the Parisian Assembly of Notables
of all links of kinship o Jews outside France, Taking advan-
tage of the imperialistic loreign policy of the Second Empire,
the founders sought to expart emancipation and thereby
strengthen its roots at home. The survival of eppression
abroad stirred not only deep ancestral ties but also sound
political instinct: like a communieable disease, anti-Semitism
was highly infectious, In the system of minorities treaties
following World War One, emancipated Jewry in the west
capped a long diplomatic campaign to secure the freedom
and equality of Jews in the east through the force of inter-
national law.32

Domestically Jews also organized to defend their interests.
While the German Centralverein (1898) and the American
Jewish Commitee (1906) differed in origins, structure, and
tactics, they hoth benefitted in their early stages from inzelli-
gent, energetic, and courageous leadership. Men like Maxi-
milinn  Horwitz, Eugen Fuchs, Jacob Schiff, and Louis
Marshall deserve to be included among the great statesmen
of Jewish history. None of them held back from challenging
their respective governments in order to protect or advance
Jewish interests, The early record compiled by the American
Jwish Committee on this score is unmaiched by that of any
other ethnic immigrant group of the time. In addition to
effecting the abrogation of the long-standing commerce and
navigation treaty with Russia in 1912, its leaders single-
handedly blocked the growing body of restrictionists for
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nearly a decade from passing a literacy test that would have
effectively excluded most Jewish imemigrants from eastern
Europe® Ta the same end, namely to keep the gates of
America open, Jacab Schiff conceived, implemented, financed,
and fought for his Galveston movement, a rare and sophisti-
cated attempt at organized immigration which eventually led
in 1910 to an explosive confrontation between Schiff and the
Secretary of Commerce and Labor,$

v

Tm: INEVITABLE POLITICAL RESULT of the emancipation
struggle, either to attain it or to defend it, was that it com-
mitted Jews to a vision of an open society based on luw in
which men were judged on merit. Moreaver, their historical
experience had uniquely prepared them to succeed in such
a setting, They had no attachment to the political structure
of the past with its plethora of oppressive resurictions; they
had gained ample ecoriomic experience by virtue of con-
stantly proving their economic usefulness; and they harbored
a deep reverence for learning, albeit religious. In conse-
quence, event in countries where this vision was only partially
realized, Jews displayed an awesome pattern of upward
mobility,

But political and economic freedom had its victims at hoth
ends of the social ladder, who mourned the passing of
medieval society with its stable and secure corporate, hier-
archical structure. Losers in the unstoppable transition to
modernity, they soon came to fear and despise the Jews who
emerged as its primary beneficiaries. Nineteenth-century anti-
Semitism. certainly. continued to be nourished by the sub.
terranean: sources of religious animosity but it also assumed
all the éarmarks of a political and economic backlash. The
most direct and sustained attack on Jewish aspirations came
from the right as part of its desperate campaign to thwart
the creation of a liberal capitalistic society, The Nazi-inspired
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Holocaust may thus be seen as the final supreme effort by the
right to turn back the clock by annihilating those whom it
perceived to be the progenitors of an abhorrent world 33

Long before the uitimate Nazi backlash to emancipation,
some Jews had already succumbed to despair over the pros-
pects of ever realizing it. Since the creation of a Jewish state
ex nihilp must count, among other things, as one of the great
diplomatic achievements in modern history, we ean hardly
canclude our reflections without trying to locate the place of
Zionist diplomacy within the larger history of Jewish politi-
cal sagacity. In its rejection of emancipation as the way to
end the state of Jewish suffering, the Zionist movement also
turned its back on the confrontation politics of the emanci-
pationists. Regardless af the revolutionary significance of the
Zionist messzge within the Jewish community, its political
strategy in the national and international arenas entailed
cooperation with recognized lod of power. If the paolitical
strategy of the emancipationists bore some resemblance to
the defiance of authority exhibited by the Jews of antiquity,
then Zionist foreign policy heralded a return to the medieval
allience with authority.

At the outset, political Zionism concentrated, to the exclu-
sion of almost every other concern or program, in a frenetic
search for allies. While the setting was new, the drama had
all the earmarks of a replay of many a medieval scene: a
lonely Jewish imtercessor pleading for rights of residence for
his people before the seat of power. Like his medieval fore-
runners, Herzl was in pursuit of a charter, a document which
would legally define the rights of settlement and thereby
protect Jewish settlers from the capricicus mood of the indi-
genous population. What Herzl could offer in return was not
much more than the utilitarian arguments of his prede-
cessors, Depending on his audience, Herzl could expound
the benefits of a Jewish homeland as a welcome reduction of
domestic unrest, as a means to save the ailing Ottoman
Empire and curtail Russian expansion, or as the creation of
a cultural and economic sphere of influence in the Middie
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East for a deserving European backer. Herzl had intuited
what medieval Jews had learned through long experience:
that a given constellation of conditions could create a con-
vergence of interests between two disparate polities. In short,
because of the Jews' anomolous demographic situation, Zion-
ism was compelled to pursue a conservative political policy.38

Tm: TrIcK, of course, was to identify and exploit such a
constellation. Herzl had been granted a glimpse of the
promised land, but he could not conquer it, That the task
was eventually accomplished with supreme skill by one of
Herzl's bitterest young critics adds an ironic touch to the
histary of political Zionism. But the Ballour Declaration
rellected merely a temporary convergence of interests, The
tragedy of Weizmann's subscquent leadership stemmed at
least in part from his reluctance to recognize haw contrary
to British national interests the Declaration really was and
to modify Zionist policy accordingly.? Nevertheless, without
the cover.of the Declaration and the infusion from the Nazi
onslaught, the Yishuv would never have gained the critical
mass necessary to defend its fledgling state on the battlefield.
Under the leadership of Ben-Gurion, war became an exten-
sion of diplomacy and Zionism reverted to the revolutionary
politics of the Second Commonwealth,

The similarity between Zionism and the medieval Jewish
experience extends even beyond a common pelitical strategy
to a common political objective. Underlying the idea of a
Jewish homeland was a basic preference for the segregation
of the medieval ghetto, The dispiriting Tesurgence of anti-
Semitism in the last quarter of the nineteenth century con-
firmed the long-unspoken fear of many Jews that a lasting
and. honorable integration was a bitter illusion. But what
was_ the.alternative? In an age of nationalism, it was obvi-
ously nto. longer. possible to return to the separate corporate
structure of the ghetto. New conditions dictated a new [orm
of segregation. The Jewish state becamne the functional
equivalent of the medieval Kehilla,
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Furthermore, what appealed 1o early Zionists like Moshe
Lilienblum in the east and Max Nordau in the west, hefore
Zionism hecame entangled in a fullscale rebellion against
Judaism, was the autonomy of the medieval Jewish com-
munity and the sense of dignity which came with inde-
pendence. Unlike their emancipated progeny, medieval
Jews never suffered from pangs of inferiority.s

It is no accident, T think, that when the Balfour Declaration
came and the Yishuv set about to form its institutions of
self-.government, what began to emerge was a replica of a
medieval Kehilla. At first, in fact, membership in the Knesset
Yisrael, the Jewish Community of Palestine, was to be com-
pulsory, as it had once been in the traditional Kehilla, bue
the British rejected the idea. The major organs of the Com-
munity like the Chief Rabbinate and its Council, the Elected
Assembly, and the National Council closely paralleled the
governing institutions of a Kehilla, not merely hecause the
British sought to impose a religious character on Palestinian
Jewry, but also because these were the basic political struc-
tures known to the members of both the old indigenous Yishuv
and the immigranes from eastern Europe® In sum, a politi-
cal analysis of Zionist history reveals far more affinity with
medieval models than Zionist rhetoric would ever SUggest,

v

As IF you haven't already suspected it, my lecture this
evening does have a hidden agenda, Put holdly, T have heen
bent on challenging the notions that the condition of Jewish
powerlessness ended only in 1948 or that Jewish political
sagacity emerged first in 1897 not only because they are a
distortion of the past, but also because they are a disservice
to the present. The millenial record of the Jews is a vast
repository of political experience and wisdom acquired under
the most divergent and adverse conditions. Unfortunately, in
a highly politicized, volatile, and cynical world, Jewish sur-
vival continues ta hang in the balance as precariously as
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ever, To deny or debunk the political dimension of Jewish

history is to discard a potential resource, a luxury we can
ill afford.

I am fully conscious that it is no longer fashionable to study
history [or pragmatic reasons. When Machiavelli wrote on
Livy, he was so preaccupied with the political lessons for his
own day that e never sensed how unreliable a source on
early Roman history Livy actually was. And yet contem-
parary students of Jewish history, with all their lip service
to critical and dispassionate scholarship, often write on
Jewish political history in undisguised judgmental terms.
Ideotogical presuppositions and outmoded conceptualizations
continue to blur their vision.4¢ But the subject is too impor-
tant for such fawed treatment. The objective study of Jewish
political history is no longer just an end in itself; its results
must also serve as a source of instruction and stimulation for
Jewish civil servants, communal leaders, paliticians, and
statesmen in the dinspora and Israel whose awesome responsi-
bility it is to secure the Jewish future.
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