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THESIS DIGEST

tt

l» "the

In terms of historiography, Ahad Ha-Am delineated 
between "archeological truth" and "historical truth". 
Consequently, objective facts do not determine his conception 
of history. In his periodization of general culture, Ahad 
Ha-Am follows Auguste Comte. Jewish history is periodized 
in national terms. Ahad Ha-Am does not adhere to a strictly 
deterniinist position as he admits "chance" as a factor in 
causation. Change is basically initiated through new 
"positivist" systems which are born in the minds of a few. 
These few are the elite of history who shape its course. 
Ahad Ha-Am considered "Spiritual Zionism" a new "positive 
system".. The true adherents of this ideology he considered 
"priests". For the elite priesthood of Spiritual Zionism, 
Ahad Ha-Am wanted to create a Spiritual Center in Palestine 
which was to be the source for the creation of a new kind of

Asher Ginzberg (1856-1926), who is universally 
known by the pseudonym Ahad Ha-Am, was among the foremost 
Jewish nationalists of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Out of his conviction that there 
was "no exit" from the external difficulties that beset 
the Jewish world, he proceeded to create a rationale for 
Judaism which was in consonance with the needs and spirit 
of his time. Through what is basically a romantic, messianic 
restructuring of Jewish history, he sought justification 
from the past for his program of Spiritual Zionism. This 
program consisted of reawakening the national consciousness 
of the people and the creation of a Spiritual Center in 
Palestine where the elect of the people could retire to live 
a life in consonance with the "National Spirit". This 
solution for "the plight of Judaism" grew out of the 
realization that such movements as the Emancipation, assimilation, 
Orthodox Judaism, Political Zionism, Diaspora Nationalism 
Reform Judaism, and Socialism were inadequate in solving 1 
Jewish question".

In his conception of Jewish history, Ahad Ha-Am was 
greatly influenced by Darwinism in both its biological and 
social form. He made particular use of the "instinct theory 
and such concepts as "the drive for self-preservation". He 
drew on the ideology of the Romantic School for such notions 
as "the Spirit of Judaism", and "the Spirit of the People". 
Ahad Ha-Am also utilized the psychological theories of Paulhan 
and Tarde in his formation of the concept of "the Spiritual 
Center". Ahad Ha-Am organized all of these currents of 
nineteenth century thought about Nationalism, which is the 
basic motif of his conception of Jewish history.
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Jew. The ultimate goal of the Spiritual Center was the 
creation of the moral Superman. This Ahad Ha-Am readily 
admits is "messianism1’. Just as "messianism" has always 
given hope to forlorn generations in the Jewish past, so 
it must serve a similar role in the future. This leads 
to our conclusion that Ahad Ha-Am’s conception of Jewish 
history is a romantic nationalism couched in a messianic 
framework.
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CHAPTER I

THE TE.IE OF AHAD HA-AM

Among the foremost Jewish nationalists of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Asher Ginzberg
(1856-1927), universally known by his pseudonym Ahad Ha-Am,
has earned a place of unmistakable importance. As a proli­
fic essayist and critic, his influence was primarily felt
through the written word which he dominated with a reserved

Despite the manifold testimo­
ny of literateurs who wax panegyrical over his lucidity and

laments that he wasconsumate objectivity, Ahad Ha-Am often
grossly misunderstood; and consequently, it is rare to find
a major essay of his which is not supplemented by one or more
rejoinders to those who took serious issue with him. It was
precisely because Ahad Ha-Am*s style was so free from liter­
ary encumberances that his ideas stood in clear relief. Of
these we find no paucity, for he permitted his versatile mind
to grapple with the unending flow of problems which emanated
from the Jewish world of his time.

A. CURRENTS OF THOUGHT IN THE JEWISH WORLD

Ahad Ha-Am, although he considered himself a transient
in the Pavilion of Literature and a gueqt in the community of

logic and clarity of style not common to the Jewish period­
ical literature of the time.1
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wrote prolifically on the nature of Judaism. He
analyzed what he considered to be the essence of Judaism,
its ethics and traditions. He attempted to bind the entire
historical experience of a people together by the thread of
Spiritual Zionism, of which he was the most competent expo-

In the battle which ragednent and unflinching defender.
for allegiance to the various Zionist banners, he evolved a
program which was clearly rooted in the political, social

Nationalism, the dem­and intellectual milieu of his time.
inant political mode which enthroned the particularism and .
uniqueness of every nation, became his modus operand! in

’’The Love of Zion" he singl-understanding the Jewish past.
ed out as the passion which should motivate every true adher-

This romantic notion, ifent of the national movement.
actuated in the hearts of Zionists, would make them authentic
participants in the creation of a new spiritual center which
was to blossom in Palestine.

Center, National Ethic, and the revivication of the "national
feeling", Hebrew language and culture forms, drew the fire of

Herzlians scoffed at its Utopianism.the divided Jewish camp.
The Young School of writers who followed the Nietzschean bent
of Berdichevsky balked at what they considered Ahad Ha-Am’s

(He consistentlyarid philosophical and provincial outlook.
refused to favor their undisguised European innovations in

The doctrine and program of Cultural Zionism, with its 
emphasis on normal evolution of^National Spirit, Spiritual

2 writers,
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Brenner and Borochov feared that the
emphasis on cultural forms would divert the Jewish masses
from their economic plight and lead them to a useless roman-

Dubnow’s emphasis on "National-Cultural Autonomism",tioism.
with its thesis that the Jewish people had outlived the stage
of territorialism and should claim the right to live a na-

lenged the "center nationalisms". There was, however, another
■ group, the orthodox contingent, which discerned in Ahad

They perceived that the SpiritHa-Am’s views a basic heresy.
of the Jewish people as delineated by Ahad Ha-Am was not to
be identified with the God of the Jewish people; that whereas
for them religion was the essence of Judaism, for Ahad Ha-Am
it was merely a stage in the evolution of the nation, the

While they considered obser-garb of the National Spirit.
vance essential, for him it was purely utilitarian, the vessel

The religious tradition, though bran­
ded with orthodoxy, were nourishment for those Jews who still

They served as the sta-believed in their inherent validity.
pie which would insure the inner cohesiveness of the group
until such time as they would be supplanted by more modern
forms of thought which would unrestrainedly blossom forth once

One would expect consistency from Ahad Ha-Am in sanction-

tional life in the countries of their residence, clearly chal-
4

3Hebrew literature.)

Judaism was free to develop in accordance with the laws of its 
own Spirit.

in which the Spirit was to be preserved until a more fitting 
5 vessel was to be found.
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Ing religious expressions of Judaism.

conception of Judaism with, which Ahad Ha-Am had much in com-
Yet the source from which such a view of Judaismmon. eman­

ated, the camp of Reform, draws much of Ahad Ha-Am’s in-
The strangeness of such an attack disappears atvective.

once when it is realized that despite Ahad Ha-Am’s concur-
with the method of the ’’Science of Judaism” of whichrence

he himself was a master, he strongly objected to its conclu-
His rejection of the entire Reform movement was notsions.

based upon a philosophical or theological refutation; rather,
it was based upon the fact that their conception of Judaism
was so universal in scope that it eliminated the national ele­
ments he considered basic to any revival of the National Spirit.
Ahad Ha-Am accused the reformers and similar enlightened ele-

7ments of being ’’slaves” in the midst of their supposed freedom.
They had surrendered what was for him the fundamental fb rce
leading to the rebirth of the people, its will to live and to

In its place they substitutedsurvive as a national entity.
the ’’Mission of Israel” ideology which glories in the disper­
sion rather than the ingathering of the members of the nation­
al body.

B. THE GREAT DISENCHANTMENT

We shall bring under scrutiny in the course of this
paper many of the above doctrines of Ahad Ha-Am as they

One might even attempt 
to find words of praise for a more advanced and rational
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pertain to his understanding of the Jewish past. In this
context, however, it seems imperative to point out that the
intellectual superstructure of Ahad Ha-Am is rooted in the
political and intellectual currents of his time. The many­
faced polemics which we find in the writings of Ahad ha-Am
reflect a period of Jewish history in which a great disen-

The ferment, both intellectual andchantment took place.
emotional, stemmed from the growing dissatisfaction with the

The new solutions ofstatus of the Jew in the modern world.
nationalist stamp that were propounded reflect the disillu­
sionment of a Jewry that in the west had found the doors of
assimilation slammed before them.

The dominant note sounded in the nineteenth century
was that of Nationalism. The nation had supplanted God as

Whereas in thethe recipient of loyalty and allegiance.
medieval period the frame of reference for dealing with prob­
lems was of a religious nature and framed in religious and
theological terminology, the nineteenth century spoke in sec­
ular and national terms. Whereas in the Age of Reason that
which was common to all men received emphasis, the nineteenth
century gloried in that which set men and nations apart, pit­
ting one against the other, in a war of cultures and national
fo rms. It was inevitable that Jews would be caught up in this
struggle and that their problem was intricately intertwined
with that of their environments.
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The problems of the nineteenth century were more com­
plex because of the multi-class nature of society, each seg­
ment of which viewed the dominant motif of nationalism in
terms of its own interests and goals.

In his attack on capitalism, Marx for example made the
Jews an economic symbol by claiming them as the progenitors
of capitalism and heaping upon them all the opprobrium of

In aligning Judaism with capitalismwhich he was capable.
he linked to them the worst aspects of an exploitative sys­
tem of which they were a product and not the originators.
Through this device the enmity of the working class was si­
phoned off and directed against the Jews, setting in motion
one of the mighty forces of modern antisemitism.

Half a century later, Bismarck, when he broke with the
National Liberal Party and realigned himself with the Conser­
vatives and the Church,proceeded to champion a semi-national­
ist industry, a nationalist economic policy, colonial expan­
sion and militarism. All of these helped Germany to assume
a dominant role in the economic life of Europe. To divert

Pandering to the upper classes, they worked the other horn of

to those obvious Jews, Marx and Lassalle.

Germany from the rigors of the new policy (1878-1879), anti­
semitism was set in motion by the agitators Marr and Stocker.

the antisemitic dilamma, attributing the revolt of the masses
Stocker wrote:
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The trap of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
To capture Jews, it could snap in either direc-was set.

In time the hatred of the Jew was formulated alongtion.
those lines which were consummate with the expansion of the

A cult of race, taking as its creed theGerman Empire.
framework of the science of anthropology, propounded a

The new god was the golden hairedtheory of blood and soil.
In his blood coursed the true character of Germany.Aryan.

The "Asiatic Jews" were clearly of a different racial origin.
In 1872 an Austrian weekly carried an article which informed
its readers that:

August Rohling, professor of theology and a viscious antisem-

(1871): that Jewish laws permitted .abuse of Christians.
separate Jews from the rest of the German pop-The attempt to

conscious effort; the attempt to divestulation became a
over Germanicism a major task. Wil-Judaism of its

helm Marr succeeded in further spreading the notion that the
Jews were at the core inveterate materialists who had develop-

If Semiticism was noted commerce to achieve world dominion.

ite, revamped the medieval allegations in his Per Talmudjude,
10

"victory"

The Jews are at one and the same time the 
pace setters of capitalism and of revolu­
tionary socialism, thus working from both 
sides to destroy the present political 
and social order.3

The Jews were not merely a separate religious 
community but - and this is the most important 
factor - an altogether different race. The 
European feels instinctively that the Jew is a 
stranger that migrated from Asia... and posses- 
es a certain cleverness which makes him master 
of the honest Aryan.9
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curbed at the height of its triumph, it meant, for him at
least, the end of Germany. All the malevolent qualities
resided in the alien race and nation called the Jews. The
crest of cultural and spiritual development was obviously

To sum it up in thethe inborn trait of the Aryan peoples.
words of the racist Gobineau:

That family was the Aryan family over which Germany presided
as master of the house.

So primitive did the anti-Jewish sentiment become, that
the weapons of the Middle Ages had to be revived as vehicles

The blood libel allegations in particular didof expression.
much to sharpen the view of the abject position of the Jew in
the modern world. In Tisza-Eslar, a small Hungarian village,

made against the Jewish community. Forty odd years after
the Damascus Affair, the credulity of the masses in the snail
villages and the capitals of Central Europe could still be
aroused to believe that Jews could commit such heinous crimes
in the name of their faith. Ahad Ha-Am, alive to the impli­
cations of the new anti-Jewish sentiment, railed not so much
against the objective factors which caused antisemitism, but
against what he considered the docile and impotent reaction
of Jews against the forces of antisemitism. In an essay

the scurrilous accusation of ritual murder (1882) was again
13

Everything great, noble, and fruitful in 
the works of man comes from a single star­
ting point; it belongs to one family, the 
different branches of which have reigned 
in all civilized countries of the globe.12
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wentitled,
dec accusation, which has haunted the Jewish people from the
Kiddle Ages to the modern period.

Although the physical danger is not present to the
same extent that it was in earlier times, still the pride of
the people is hurt.

sense of its shame.14
Ahad Ha-Am goes further and gives us a key to under­

standing his treatment of the contemporary period in which
he lived. He writes in the same essay:

The useful lesson which is of
Jew must form an inner image of himself which cannot be shaken

Clearly then, it is not a question of 
mere regard for personal safety or dig­
nity : the spirit of the people has been 
stung to consciousness and activity by the

"some consolation” is that the

nonj 'xn” Ahad Ha-Am examines the ritual mur-

If I say that this blood-accusation has 
profoundly agitated the spirit of the 
Jewish people, it is because the roots 
of this phenomenon lie, to my mind, not 
in any external cause, but in the inner­
most spirit of the Jew. If in medieval 
instances of the blood-accusation we 
find that the whole people used to regard 
itself as standing at the judgement bar 
together with the wretches whom fortune 
made the immediate victims of the scourge, 
we may explain this fact as the result of 
the physical danger to the whole people, 
which was involved in every local inci­
dent of this kind.13

The great evil that we are concerned with 
is not without its useful lesson, which 
it were well we should learn. We are not 
masters of our fate: good and evil we ac­
cept from without, as perforce we must; 
so that it fitting that we should always 
look for the useful lesson hidden in the 
evil that comes upon us, and find thus at 
least some consolation.13



10

by the impression into which the outside world molds him.
More than that, he must emancipate himself ’’from the influences
of conventional prejudices as to the characteristics and
moral worth of the Jews.” If this is not done, then Ahad Ha-Am
fears that the self-contempt of the Jew may concretize itself

form of man which he may now imagine himself to be. Now
it follows that if the Jew can form an independent image of
himself other than what the world at large pictures him to be,
he can create a totally new image by the sheer force of his
will: a spiritual image which embodies all the hopes and

This faculty, which Ahad Ha-Amaspirations of the future.
elsewhere calls Imagination, is a handmaid of Reason and
fulfills the deep emotional need which Reason cannot bridge

adequately explain. Such power did Ahad Ha-Am ascribe tonor
Imagination that it "has the power to open the gates of hell

Ahad Ha-Am, recognizing that the objective
factors were too overbearing, appeals for a psychological
re-orientation on the part of the Jews to the outside world.
They could not change that world but they could attempt to
surrender the illusion that they were an integral part, as
assimilated element of the spiritual world of Europe.

in his own mind and he would become in reality that lowly
16

before man, to show him life and well-being even there under 
the earth.”17



11C. "SLAVERY IE THE *iIDST Off FREEDOM"
Ahad Ha-Am*s analysis of the situation of the Jews

in France yields both his definition of antisemitism and a
further elaboration on the frustrating situation of the Jew
in the Diaspora. The events pertaining to the Dreyfus Af-
fair and the perversion of justice at Emile Zola’s trial

France in
If France - thethe hour of its trial was found wanting.

pinnacle of the civilized world - had so degenerated, what
hope, Ahad Ha-Am asks, is there for the future of this cen­
tury of "progress’’? that the recent failure ofHe argues

scepticism about the possibi-progress affords no ground for
It is only with regard tolity of progress for humanity.

the Jews that the law of progress is in doubt. He writes:

question.
Ahad Ha-Am proceeds to develop the thesis that when two an­
tagonistic ideas such as progress and antisemitism evolve
into open conflict, if they are of equal strength, then they
shall continue to persist side by side despite the fact that

He calls this a law of so-they are mutually contradictory.
We see Ahad Ha-Am viewing antisemitism notcial psychology.

as a phenomenon which has its basic roots in social and eco­
nomic factors and which is inextricably intertwined with

have in his words "dragged in the dust the proud names of 
The phrases "Liberte'”, EgaliteZ,

The general rule of progress holds good; 
but like all other rules, it has its ex­
ception, and the exception is the Jewish

now ring quite hollow for the Jews.
18

the nineteenth century."
Fraternite"
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these factors, but rather as a separate entity, a quality
which cannot be reduced to the material conditions of life.
What he calls the state of
be high or low, has no bearing whatsoever on the quantity
of anti-Jewish sentiment.

In another short exposition on the nature of antisem­
itism, Ahad Ha-Am states that one cannot reduce this phenomen-

to an economic basis, as the materialist historians relishon
doing.

If antisemitism has a basic motif, it appears to Ahad Ha-Am
It is a mode of thought which canas a psychological one.

It is an individuatedco-exist with other modes of thought.
We shall seenegative idea from which no good can stem.

that Ahad Ha-Am bases much of his opposition to Herzl on the
grounds that antisemitism is a negative force which cannot
serve as the foundation for a positive spiritual force such
as the Zionism he envisaged.

Ahad Ha-Am appears to be indebted for much of his

"progress", whether that state

Economic reasons which have been propounded hun­
dreds of times as explanatory factors of anti­
semitism certainly play a partial role in the 
reawakening of sitisemitism in our time» but 
only a partial role. There is yet another fac­
tor even more important... whichis psychological 
in origin... and this is the reawakening 
among the best of Europe’s men (particularly 
those of Germany) a desire to return to the mor­
ality of the Middle Ages...2-*-

Anti-Semitism is in fact a phenomenon sui 
generis, and no conclusions about the 
state of moral progress can be drawn from 
its existence.20
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thinking on antisemitism to Pinsker, who was the leader of
the Odessa Committee of the Chovevey Zion, of which Ahad
Ha-Am was a member.

He translated Pinsker*s Bro-
into Hebrew and commemorated the

anniversaries of Pinsker*s death with sagacious essays on
his importance to the Zionist movement. He contended that

which has been called "Political Zionism? Pinsker, it
must be recalled, labeled antisemitism or "Judeophobia", a
psychosis which has as its source the very condition of the
Jewish nation. The Jewish nation disembodied of land, pol­
itical roots, common culture and language roams as a ghost

Ahad Ha-Am interprets Pinsker:among the nations.

23

Both the reasoning of Pinsker and Ahad Ha-Am take as
truth the description of the Jewish nation as a
tion," which the non-Jewish world has foisted upon it. Both
attempt to rid the wotld of this apparition by creating a
"normal" Jewish nation. Though they decry the assimilation
of Jews into the non-Jewish world, they too are guilty of a

Pinsker and not Herzl was the true founder of the movement
22

The cause of anti-Semitism is that we have 
no concrete national existence, and are 
therefore not recognized as having equal 
national status. It follows clearly that 
the more we assimilate - the more we whit­
tle away our national distinctiveness - the 
less concrete and the more purely spiritual 
our national existence will become, and con­
sequently the more the ghost-fear that be­
gets anti-Semitism will grow in intensity.

"ghost-na-

chure "Autoemancipation"

Throughout his lifetime Ahad Ha-Am was
a staunch defender of Pinsker.
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form of assimilation. They have digested and found good the
national solution. The way to remove antisemitism is to ful­
fill the requirements of national attributes, the very same
possessed by the other nations of the western world. Hence
they advocate the assimilation of nationalism into Judaism.
Ahad Ha-Am however asserted that nationalism was part of the
very core of Hebraism, and consequently reads into his analy­
sis of Jewish history the nationalist sentiment of the late
nineteenth century.

D. THE MISSIONS OF ISRAEL

The editor is quo-recounts the Jewish experience in France.
ted as having written, "In the year 1840... fifty years after
the promulgation of the principles of 1789, the Jews possess­
ed rights on paper: But in practice their rights were non-ex-

A parenthetical question is then asked, "Do they
exist fully even in 1890?" The editor recounts the battles
waged against prejudice and for the principle of "social as­
similation (la fusion sociale) with all its corollaries. «

Despite these attempts, the editor laments that the hatred of
Ahad Ha-Amthe Jew has been revived and thrives in France.

then proceeds to summarize the contributions of the rest of

istent."

For the Jews of France caught in the malestrom of anti­
semitism, Ahad Ha-km has harsh words. He quotes a book enti­
tled La Gerbe (1890) issued by the Archives Israelites which
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the authors of the volume and discerns that "this accursed
question fills their whole horizon”.
desperate appeal by the writers to the French not to retro-

rights of man unfurled.

Their temerity for him becomes all the more apparent when

The denial of the national and the assertion that Judaism
is merely a religion is, for Ahad Ha-Am, a form of intellect­
ual slavery. He considers the assertion that Judaism is
only a religion as the compromise worked out for the attain­
ment of emancipation.

He then proceeds on a sharp tack of analysis to point
out that the very nature of emancipation demanded certain
religious accomodation and changes. Since this adaptation
varied, Jewish sects developed. This has resulted in

they have to disclose the national connection 
between the Jews of France and other Jews, or 
between them and their ancestral land, a con­
nection in which it is possible to find some­
thing inconsistent to a certain extent with 
the extreme and zealot patriotism which is in 
vogue in France, then we discover once more 
their moral slavery - a spiritual yoke which 
throttles them and reduces them to a condition of undisguised embarrassment.26

Having agreed for the sake of emancipation, 
to deny the existence of Jews as a people 
and regard Judaism merely as a religion, 
Western Jews have thereby pledged themselves 
and their posterity to guard with utmost 
care the religious unity of Israel.2?

gress but rather to march forward with the banners of the
24 This condition Ahad Ha-Am calls, 

„25"spiritual slavery under the veil of outward freedom.

He further notes a
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smashing the religious bond of unity in the area of Jewish
practice, and hence only the theoretical remains as unifier.
This bond of abstract beliefs which is inherently weak is
increasingly becoming weaker with the welling up of "the sci-

With the
practical tie of common religious practice broken and the
theoretical tie ever loosening its hold, what bond exists
that will link Jews to Judaism? This for Ahad Ha-Am, as for
the modern Jewish world, still remains the crucial question.
Emancipated Jews sought to solve the problem by emphasizing
"the mission of Israel among the nations". For Ahad Ha-Am
this is an antiquated idea

He heaps scorn upon this doctrine "which it is difficult in
our day to treat seriously", and smiles a "bitter smile of
irony"when he sees distinguished men engaging in the work
of spreading its message. Ahad Ha-Am sums up his critique:

These men know and admit that the scientific 
heresy which bears the name of Darwin is 
gaining ground, that is to say, that the 
world is accepting gradually a scientific 
theory which does not admit the existence of 
purpose or end even where it seems most ob­
vious - how can these men still cling to a 
doctrine which demands belief in the missions 
of nations generally, in the mission of Israel 
in particular, and above all in a mission as 
wonderful as this? There can be but one ar-

entific heresy which bears the name of Darwin."

which is at variance with all the principles 
of modern science: as though every nation tad 
been created at first for some particular pur­
pose, and so had a mission which it must ful­
fill, living on against its will until its Heaven sent task is done.29
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What he has in effect stated here is the assertion
that religion, if not dead, will soon whither away. Hence
in order to preserve Judaism, a new theoretical basis must
be found which is in consonance with ’’the scientific here-

If we ask Ahad Ha-Amsy which bears the name of Darwin".
why Judaism should be preserved he, unlike Herzl, would
answer that Judaism has a spiritual mission which is nation-

Unlike the emancipated notion of "mission"al in character.
which is dependent on the dispersion of Jewry, his own no­
tion is dependent on the centralization of Jewry, or at
least its most promising sons, in a Spiritual Center which

31will epitomize the absolute values which he finds in Judaism.
That which will save Judaism and Jews from assimilation is

which,
like one’s blood type, is an inherited characteristic. Jew-

tual Center and in time will come to replace the atrophied

ish practice, while important in the Diaspora to maintain 
the semblance of unity, will evolve naturally in the Spiri-

the awakening of the "instinctive national feeling"

answer. They are compelled to do so, 
because they can find no other way of 
reconciling Judaism with emancipation. 
In the fihst place, Israel has no right 
to be anything but a Church consecrated 
to Heaven; in the second place, this 
heavenly bond has become too weak; in the 
third place - and this is the most imp­
ortant thing - they feel in spite of it 
all, that Jews they are and Jews they want 
to be. And so in order to conceal the 
contradiction between these truths they are 
forced to take refuge in this antiquated theory.30
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forms of the Diaspora. Ahad Ha-Am accuses the emancipated
Jews of holding to a "metaphysical" concept of "mission"
which cannot be verified through experience. Yet we find
him saying,

in being the moral Supernation...33
Ahad Ha-Am, like the enlightened Jews of Europe whom

he takes to task, was forced into the ideological framework
as we shall find, are no less meta-of his age. His answers,

physical nor less romantic than those of his predecessors.
In his own words, Jews were at the "Crossroads" in the latter

The avenues through which onepart of the nineteenth century.
might attempt to find solutions were clearly delineated by
the objective situation in which Jews found themselves through-

In addition to the political and social factorsout Europe.
which helped to shape the destiny of Jewry, there was, as Ahad
Ha-Am so clearly perceived, an intellectual problem: namely,

Any solution, if it werethe advance of scientific inquiry.
to capture the new generation, had to be in consonance with

Towards the evolution of such a comprehen-the new thinking.
sive outlook he bent his efforts.

there still lives within us, though it 
be only in the form of an instinctive 
feeling, a belief in the moral fitness 
for which we were chosen from all the nations, 
and in that national mission which consists 
of living the highest type of moral life,
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CHAPTER TWO

TEE LIFE CF AHAD HA-AAI

Alexander II (1855-1891) ascended the throne. Though Russia
was caught up in the midst of the Crimean War, the asces-
sion of Alexander was hailed as the beginning of a new era.
The tsar, while he could not bring about political peace in

For the Jews it meant a breath of relief after the
The policy ofhorrors of Nicholas and his administration.

Juvenile conscription came to an end after thirty oppressive
Schools and universities were again opened to Jews,years.

though the reason behind this policy was to accelerate the
The overall effect,assimilation of Jews into Russian life.

however, was a sharpening of intellectual life through which
Hebrew, Yiddish and Jewishthe Jewish community benefitted.

periodical literature was published, and hopes for a new age
However, the "liberal” adventureflickered on the horizon.

Dissension within Russia manifested itselfwas short lived.
News came toin revolutionary uprisings and assassinations.

the tsar that Jews were fomentors of revolution on the one
Committeeshand, and oppressors of the peasantry on the other.

of investigation found the situation wanting and again

I

Asher Ginzberg was born August 18, 1856 in the small 
town of Skivre in South Russia, a year after the new tsar

Russia, did attempt far reaching social and administrative 
reforms 3
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2restrictive legislation followed. As part of a larger
pattern of restrictions against the revolutionary elements,
Alexander’s policy was bound to have serious repercussions.

finally succeeded in their attempts in the spring of 1331.

A. THE EARLY YEARS

During these twenty-five years the character of

for our knowledge for these years are his
which were compiled in his later years.
to a noted Hasidic family which was both affluent and dis-

His father Isaiah was atinguished for its scholarship.
merchant and a tax farmer, as well as a man rigorous in his

Though Asher himself could not recall his earliestpiety.
schooling, his parents told him that he began his Hebrew
studies at the age of three when he studied Pentateuch.
Three years later he advanced to Rashi and by the time he
had attained the ripe age of ten he had a special teacher for

He tells the story of how he rose earlyTalmud and Poskim.
in the morning while it was still dark to study Gemarrah and
Shulchan Aruch, studying until the time for morning prayer

Leaving home so early in the morning he had noarrived.
opportunity to eat. He writes:

Though I was only a child my parents had no 
pity upon me. It was quite late when they

He was the object of a man hunt by the revolutionaries who
3

Asher Ginzberg was in process of development. The source /
P'fRKP'j' z-iiJKonot" 

1 m j not >pnB

Ginzberg was born
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4

Coupled with other events of a similar nature we
can attempt to construct the picture of his youth which

The image ofAsher Ginzberg carried with him thereafter.
his father which Asher describes is interesting. Ee de­
picts him as a man who in his youth was a great scholar
and one of the important Hassidim of Sadagura. He married,
settled in Skvira and there became a successful merchant,

Both his father and motherone of the rich men of the city.
Asher describes as being quick tempered, and often the family
would suffer because of this; particularly he, for he was the
oldest and his father expected the most from him. He writes:

He writes dejectedly that while they were still living in
Skvira he had no friends or companions of his own age nor any

He immersed himself comple-of the amusements of childhood.

He spent much of the early years of his
childhood in a village where he could have partaken, if not

yet he states that he never acquired a love
Latere not even the nature poems which he read

in the Haskalah period of his life could change his early
Books and study, first religious then secular,patterns.

sent me hot drink from home, and the 
drink used to get cold on the way.4

In general life in our home was without 
pleasure and I was happy when I was able 
to pass time away from home.5

from the joy of childhood companions, then certainly of the 
world ofnature, 

I 

of nature.

tely in his studies shutting out the world of people in which 
he had no stake.6
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So gifted and intensive

a scholar was he that at the age of sixteen he had a repu­
tation as a Talmudist and an expert in ritual law. He had
also by this time mastered grammar and studied some of the
Spanish Jewish writers. The Hassidim did not relish his
study of philosophy and considered him suspect of heretical

Ginzberg comments that his father’s wealth andtendencies.

When Asher was eleven and still at lieder he devel­
oped the habit of smoking. The doctor informed him that if
he did not give it up he would die. Resolving to smoke no
more, he nevertheless felt the need for a substitute for to­
bacco which, he relates, he found in a Hebrew volume which

His grand­opened the doors of algebra and geometry to him.
father, upon discovering him writing mathematical symbols
on doors and windows, thought he was practicing witchcraft
and quickly brought to an end his newest pleasure.

The family moved to Gapchitsa in 1863, where his
There Asher genre all his timefather became the tax farmer.

to study and devoured the books in his father’s study. Once
his father chanced upon him when he was reading a book by

a heretic by the Hassidim. His
father threatened that if he saw him rending prohibited
books again, he would forbid his library to him. On another
occasion he bought a forbidden book from an itinerant book

Wessely who was regarded as

social position made them overlook his peculiar literary
■ 8tastes.

7 were all that appealed to him.
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One can imagine
the fear and desperate courage that such incidents create

It is also possible to conceive of the burningin a person.

resentment that Asher must have felt against his father and
the narrow-minded Hassidim that peopled his life.

At the age of sixteen a match was made for him. His
parents whom he called "vain and fond of display", were
dazzled by the Hassidic pedigree of a certain girl, whom

He continued to live on with his familyAsher duly married.
without any material cares and began to delve into Haskalah

He notes that the Haskalah was the steppingliterature.
stone to European culture.

Ever since he had taught himself Russian at the age of eight
from the shop signs of the stores in his village, he admits
to a great desire to know how these letters combined to form
words. At twenty he began his linguistic studies in earnest

The dieand had mastered enough to read light literature.
had been cast and the intellectual lacunae that Ginzberg

He seriously began to prepare himselffelt had to be filled.
to enter a university. The autodidact, however could not

He had mastered the general principlessatisfy the examiners.
of the prerequisite subjects but had no patience with the

Thus it is not surprising that following as 
I did in the footsteps of those who made the 
stepping-stones, I finally found myself on 
the other side, and began to learn Russian 
and German.

seller, which he read all night and then cast in the fire 
g as it was lit by a servant in the morning.



27

minutiae necessary to pass his examinations. Having given
up the hope of entering a Russian university, he considered

After years of delay we arrive at the yearstudy abroad.
1881, the year the outbreaks began.

B. THE POGROM YEARS

With 1881 and the ascendancy to power of Alexander
III, an anti-liberal and pan-Slavic program was initiated.
Pobedonostsev, a tried reactionary, despised liberal insti­
tutions and wanted to create an autocracy under the aegis

He commenced a war on all minorityof the Orthodox Church.
groups and plagued Jews with a series of riots and pogroms

In May of that.yearwhich were not checked until 1882.
stringent laws were made which narrowed the Pale of settle­
ment and practically prohibited Jews from moving out of their
villages. The laws also forbade Jews to own mortgages and
leases.

The impetus
of these acts shook the Jewish world. A mighty blow had been

The thousands of Jewsstruck to Haskalah and to assimilation.
milling at the borders in their attempt to flee Russia dra­
matized the fact that Jews had no land of their own where
they could seek refuge. In response to the situation, soci­
eties of Hovevey Zion sprung up which attempted to direct

Men such as Leo Pinsker who had held outJews to Palestine.
hope for emancipation became, as it were, nationalists over

Jews were evicted from their residences; communities 
disappeared overnight as police terror stalked.
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night. In 1881 as a result of the pogroms he wrote his ’’Auto-

ish world, was dazed by the pogroms. But
more than any other factor prevented him from penetrating
the European world. Finally in 1882-83, he informed his fam­
ily that he was leaving for Europe for six months to improve
his knowledge of languages. "A white lie” to be sure, he

lage which to him was in every respect a G-inzberg
The lad who hadwent to Vienna and remained but a few weeks.

so ent all his life among books, cloistered from people, dom-

thrcugh the task he had set for himself. He writes of this
Lack of confidence:

inated by a father whc^lid not permit him to develop a normal 
healthy ego, was unable to master the confidence to carry

Ginzberg informs us that he, as the rest of the Jew-
13

emancipation” which became the new rallying point for the
HT 12”Lovers of Zion”.

’’personal reasons”

The real reason {why he returned] was a defect 
in my character which has stood in my way all 
my life - I mean a lack of confidence in my 
own capacity and abilities... I have no doubt 
that if my parents had had the sense to foster 
my self-confidence and encourage me to try my 
strength, or if I had the spur of poverty, or 
if there had been any sort of external stimu­
lus to make me launch out and proceed until I 
found that I was getting somewhere I should 
have got rid of my skepticism and achieved some 
success. But as things were, I had nobody to 
stimulate me; on the contrary letters from home 
were full of reproaches and complaints, and I 
could see that I should be in a continuous 
state of war with those who were dear to me.

tells us, but this was the only way he could escape the vil- 
"prison”.^
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toward his stay abroad were caused by factors other than him­
self, and consequently he set out again for Vienna, Breslau
and Berlin. The pattern once set was to be followed again.
He returned home "tortured and broken hearted" for doubt had
undermined his resolution. These years Asher considered the
worst of his life.

Amidst the plenty of his house Asher Ginzberg walked'*like a
shadow", lonely and miserable, with no one paying the slight­
est heed. We sense as we read these words the utter feeling
of bewilderment and rejection, the deep feeling of inadequacy,
frustration and the depression which is born out of disillusion­
ment. Ginzberg, who had all his life been able to escape re­
ality through his books, now needed a more viable solution to
his pressing problems. This came about when he uprooted him­
self after another parental struggle and moved with his family
to Odessa, in March-April, 1884. There he continued his edu-

nal work.
lease as tax farmer expired, (1986) it could not be renewed

cation, studied foreign languages, and was drawn into commu-
He returned home again in 1885, and when his father’s

'when Ginzberg returned home he realized how much he 
"loathed" village life. "It sucked me dry; it consumed the 
best years of my young life; I could bear it no longer." 
During the following years he rationalized that his attitudes

The constant state of war internal and external... 
my intense hatred for my mode of life and my in­
ability to carve out a pnth better suited for 
my character... all this embittered my life and 
cast me into the depths of depression.
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due to the enforcement of the May Laws (1832). The sense of

given reprieve. No longer was he doomed to cater to his fa­
ther’s wishes nor was he any longer bound to him through
economic ties.

When Ginzberg moved to Odessa on the 18th of February,
1886, he was a man burdened with hopes unfulfilled. His bit­
ter personal reminiscences of his attempt to partake of the
cultural life of Europe, coupled with the outbreak of the
pogroms of 1881 and the anti-Jewish legislation that followed
upon their heels, unde him seek a new world outlook and phil-

The failure of the Enlightenment to solve the "Jewishosophy.
problem" and the periods of reaction interspersed with liberal
episodes in Europe and in Russia sharply focused the need for
the development of a new orientation to the world and to Jewish

Odessa, at that time an important centerlife in particular.
of the Hibbat Zion movement, afforded Ginzberg the opportunity
of coming to grips with many of the issues which faced the

He was invited to join the Centralworld Jewish community.
Committee of the Hovevey Zion of which Dr. Finsker was presi-

When the first important Hovevey Zion Conference atdent.

I

...So at last I was able to leave the prison 
in which I h«d spent eighteen of the best 
years of my life, and which had eaten me up 
alive and ruined all the natural endowment 
I had. I entered it a lad of twelve; I left 
a man of thirty, with a wife and family. I 
entered it pure of soul and full of hopej„I 
left it disillusioned and sick of heart.

freedom which Ginzberg felt was not unlike that of a man
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Kattowitz was planned (1884), Dr. Pinsker as president of
the Conference attempted in his policy statement to stress
the humanitarian aspect of colonization in Palestine at the
expense of national considerations. Ginzberg took strong
exception to this, and with others was able to work out a
compromise platform. Clearly, his ideas on Palestine, na­
tionalism and the program of colonization had begun to take

At the request of Zederbaum, the editor of "Hamelitz",form.
Ginzberg wrote his first major article which he entitled,

This important essay inaugurated a new
viewpoint of Jewish nationalism which in time came to be

It is both interestingknown by the name
and important to note that the first problems of the national
question with which Ahad Ha-Am dealt were practical and not

The ideas which he developed in this essay re-theoretical.
volved about the failure of the then current colonization
program: Ahad Ha-Am claimed that the movement had taken giant
strides when it should have been satisfied with small sure

As a result of the failure to adequately prepare thesteps.
colonists spiritually, the whole program was falling into ill
repute.

C. AHAD HA-AM AND THE BENE MOSHE
The essay made quite an impression in Hovevey Zion

’’ inn nt k1?" 
ture, "Ahad Ha-Am".

which appeared March 15, 1869 over the signa­
ls

"Spiritual Zionism".

Self-seeking rather than national welfare was the
1 9keynotlof the day.
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circles, and Ahad Ha-Am was asked by those who were influ­
enced by the article to attempt to put his ideas into prac­
tice . A secret society called the Bene Moshe was formed.
Most sources give Ahad Ha-Am as its founder and spiritual
leader. Whereas he admits to being the latter, his Memoirs
deny the former.

Its
purpose was to work secretly against the Turkish administration

When Bnrsilai cane to Odessa in order to develop
similar units of the organization outside Palestine, Ahad

emerged as leader of the group.
The internal affairs of the Bene Moshe make fascinating

For a group that was ostensibly the elite in thereading.

There were several factions which worked at cross

In Palestine in particular
there was much disorganization and outright hand speculation.
In the nineties of the last century, Jews poured into Pales-

To accomodate them,tine from Russia in great numbers. numer­
ous colonization agencies were formed to settle Jews on the
land.

The Talmudic dictum ’Ein Onaha be’ Karka’ 
(There is no overpaying in regard to land)

Ha-Am was brought to an organizational meeting from which he
22

national movement there was much intrigue, bickering and dis-
23 sension.

in Palestine and to aid in the acquisition and settlement of
, , 21the land.

purposes and against the charter principles which Ahad Ha-Am
24 drafted for the organization.

The secret order was in reality founded in
20 Palestine by a Messianist visionary called Barsilai.
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When Ahad Ha-Am returned from his visit to Palestine in 1891,
he described the

suiting in a serious blow to the colonization effort.
His impressions of Palestine he wrote in a stinging

essajr pxn nnx" which of course drew fire from the
Although no records exist,parties who had vested interests.

it appears from the above that he had no notion at the time
that the Odessa branch of the Bene Moshe was founded that

In his Memoirs he notes that he never reallysettlement.
knew why Lubarsky and Barsilai wanted him as the leader of

He merelythe Odessa section of the newly formed movement.
"-[Tin nt x1?” made a strikingrecords that his first essay

This essay attacks many of the coloni­
zation procedures in which he subsequently finds the members

In the last analysis, Ahad Ha-Amof his group participating.
Yet he permitted a compromisedid resign his formal position.

wherein he was to be the spiritual guide of the group without
being directly linked to its practical affairs. He has also

• contributed to the false impression that he was its real

the consequence of which was an increase in land prices re-
26

land speculation and the bribing of government officials was 
an inevitable concommitant of the attempt to amass land for

"contemptible and disgusting competition",

seemed to justify any transaction, how­
ever unjustifiable it might be from a 
business point of view. Thus land spec­
ulation was introduced into Palestine.25

impression upon these men and that this appears to have been 
27 his qualification.
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leader, for his resignation was not publicized to the members
of the Bene Moshe.

28

Only late in life, when the Bene Moshe had been long
disbanded, did he reveal publicly that the founding of the
group as well as its practical leadership had been in the

Ahad Ha-Am was always the severe internalhands of others.
critic of the activities of the Bene Moshe, though he defen­
ded it against onslaught from without.
members the standards of dedicated "priests while they
behaved for the most part like interested politicians. His
concept of leadership, namely that the national movement must
be led by the select, the aristocrats of the spirit, was the
psychological drawing card which he supplied for the Bene

Ahad Ha-Am himself, however, was never able to lead,Moshe.
nor able to bring the group under the complete influence of

His letters during the Benehis conception of nationalism.

Practically speaking,in the movement. this means that they
This is born out bydeviated from Ahad Ha-Am's policies.

the fact that the First Zionist Congress (1897) swept the

He urged upon the 
.,29

My faith in the ethical standards of the 
group was weakened, and of my own ability 
to stand at its head. After much delib­
eration I decided that considering my feel­
ings in the matter, I was no longer fitted 
to lead the group... However a compromise 
was worked out where the executive work 
should be in the hands of a central office, 
and that I was to be its spiritual head... 
It will however be understood that it was 
impossible to reveal this to my comrades 
since it would have slackened their hands.

Moshe period i lament what he considered a growing "decay"
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majority of the members of the Bene Moshe into its fold. In
reality Herzl’s program corresponded much more to the real
desire-s of the group.

His influence in the
Zionist movement percolated from the area only
after it was realized that cultural nationalism combined

with political nationalism was able to unify the Eastern and

Western Zionist camps into a national movement.

D. HASHILOAH

In the year 189 6 the business with which Ahad Ha-Am was
He was asked to become director of Ahi-associated failed.

He held thisasaf,

This period yieldsBerlin, which he edited for six years.
significant glimpses of the man who ostensibly was interested

In a word, Ahadsignificant Hebrew culture.
He writes:Ha-Am hated his task as an editor.

... I am fully aware that I was a fool to 
accept the position of a hierarch in the 
wretched temple of Hebrew literature. 
You know that my life has always fallen 
into two distinct parts. After spending 
some hours a day in business, I used to 
retire to my study, my books and my desk, 
and there I became another man: I was, or 
fancied myself like the High Priest min­
istering in the Holy of Holies. My lit­
erary and public work was always invested 
for me with a kind of sanctity, and I tried 
my hardest to minister in holiness and 
purity of spirit.32

a Hebrew Publishing Company in Warsaw.

"spiritual"

in developing a

post until he started the Hebrew periodical Hashiloah in
31

By 1905 Ahad Ha-Am was alone.3®
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Having made a business of literature diminished its "holi­
ness" for him. We note both in this and other letters a
haughty and arrogant strain. He had little use for the
"trash" that his position forced him to read. For him the

Here where he is personally in­
volved, Ahad Ha-Am does not speak of working for the lofty

Nor do we find him saying thatideal of Hebrew literature.
despite the poor level of writing he will stay on to do
willingly what for six years he did begrudgingly; that is,
setting higher standards in style and content for Hebrew

Since he despised his work so, why does he con-literature.
"Simply to earn a crust of bread, for mytinue?

This, from the man who asked so much personal
sacrifice of others and who ostensibly opposed all who were
in the national movement for reasons of self interest, reflects
a weakness which cannot be easily overlooked.

Y/hen Ahad Ha-Am resigned from Hashiloah (Jan. 1903)
he accepted a position with the Wissotzky tea firm, which he

"will enable me to live in comfort, though not inwrites,

When he left he hoped that Hashiloah would

Klausner undertook thecharacter and so spoil its unity.

intermissions until 1927.
editorship of Hashiloah which continued to publish with some
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"cease

He answers, 
family.1,34

luxury and which will leave me some time for study and writ- 
,,35ing."

articles and the writers "whose level of culture is deplor-
33 able", were worthless.

altogether... rather than add a few numbers of a different 
„36
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E. AHAD HA-AM IN LONDON

representative of the Wissotzky firm. During this period
he had little leisure for writing, though he did produce
the major essays ''Moses”, "Judaism and Asceticism", and his
study of Maimonides, "The Supremacy of Reason". In 1907
he was commissioned to set up and manage a branch of the
firm in London. The London period, which lasted until 1925,
was in general a bleak and depressive one for him. Separ­
ated from his friends and his children, worn out by the hec­
tic type life he was forced to live, he was unable to write
seriously in the few leisure hours that remained for him.
His essays in 1913, one of which was based on Montefiore's

and summarized his attitudes on Zionism
and its future, and others which treated the Diaspora nation-

describes as a "cemetery with ornamental tombstones", held
no attraction for him. As a result of this, he grew ever more
withdrawn. he writes:

The state of English Judaism which he
.... „ 39

"Synoptic Gospels"

Ahad Ha-Am traveled in Russia for three years as a

alist orientation, were the only impressive literary produc­
tions of this time.

... I live here in complete lonliness, as 
though I were on a desert island. The main 
reason is my daily work in the London hell 
which is called the City... it upsets and 
ruins my nerves, so that when I return home 
I want not company, but rest. This last year 
I have written nothing and read little. If 
I go on like this for some years longer I 
shall be fit for nothing...^0
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With the beginning of the World War, Ahad Ha-Am*s depression
grew ever more serious. He wrote to a friend:

His desire to escape from the real world which was alien to
the world he created in his mind manifested itself with such
force that he was never able to regain his emotional balance.
In Ginzberg’s thinking there was always the schism between
man as he is and man as Ginzberg thought he ought to be. He
could never make peace with the man of flesh and bones be­
cause from his earliest childhood the ideal image of man
which impressed itself upon him came from bocks and not from
life. Those images whifth came from life were for the most
part so negative that the only reality he could cling to was
the one shaped by his own fancy, as it interpreted nineteenth
century liberalism, with its belief in progress. If a man
could not be a moral
moral tt supernation’', then the adventure of the human and Jew­
ish history was devoid of meaning. He writes:

Since the world went mad I have not written 
a single line (except a translation of Pin- 
sker’s "Autoemancipation"...). What should I 
write about? Unfortunately, I have always 
been deeply interested in ethical and social 
questions; and now that the moral world has 
reeled back into chaos, and humanity utterly 
vile, I am filled with loathing at the memory

"superman", and Israel could not be a

I have no personal news. I am fearfully 
tired, and I should like to go and find 
rest somewhere far from ’civilization*. 
But where can I fly to? The man I envy 
most is Shackelton, who managed to get 
away in time to the South Pole - the only 
place to which the stench of ’humanity’ 
certainly cannot reach.41
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Near the end of the war (1917) when some of his mor­
oseness abated, Ahad Ha-Am, who during his London stay be­
came closely associated with Chaim Weizmann, became active
again in the national movement. Acting as an advisor to
Weizmann, he participated in discussions which led to the
Balfour Declaration. It is indeed strange that the man who
so vociferously fought political Zionism should become en­
meshed in political machinations with the British Empire.

is fully conscious of the fact

When the "guardian" works for the in­
terests of the national movement than all is well. When,
however, it works against the movement as it did in 1924
when England made an alliance with the King of Arabia, then

F. "I LONG FOR LONDON"

In 1921, Ahad Ha-Am, broken in health and spirit,
moved to Palestine, a place which he considered the home of

In a very keen analysis of the Balfour Declaration which is 
contained in the Introduction to the 1920-1921 edition of

of all the empty phrases which used to 
mean so much, and I simply cannot think, 
still less speak out my thoughts about 
all the questions connected with the life 
of the despicable creature called"man".42

n'am opts *?p Ahad Ha-Am
that the future of a national home which it promised was

men such as Ahad Ha-Am threaten to leave Palestine rather
44 than become Arabs in a political sense.

entirely dependent upon the good will of the "guardian": 
the British Empire.^
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the Jewish Spirit. In these last years he completed his
letters, and in the last yonths before his death he dicta­
ted his Aiemoirs which were published posthumously.

Would that it could be said that he died in the land

In a letterHowever, this was not the case.
to Dubnow three years prior to his death, he reveals his own
disappointment.

It is possible to characterize the personal life of

Ahad Ha-Am as that of a man eternally in search. Hounded by
insecurity, he was never satified either with his own achieve-

As a mortal he attempted to embodyments or those of others.
the absolute in morality and ethics and of course found the

Had Ahad Ha-Am been ableabsolute elusive and unattainable.
to remain the recluse of his youth, he might have found a

What can I tell you about my wretched self? 
I am broken, shattered, utterly and incurably 
depressed. I should have laughed aloud if 
anybody had foretold years ago what has hap­
pened to me. I am surrounded by intimate and 
devoted friends; respect and admiration are 
shofin me on every hand; my children live near 
me; and now I have time for study and rest. 
And all this ift Palestine, which has been my 
dream for years and years, and in the midst 
of all these blessings I long for - London! 
Yes for London - not for the friends I left 
there (there may be three or four), but lit­
erally for London, for its busy streets and 
thoroughfares, for the dark City in which I 
spent so many hours without light or air, for 
the choking fog, and so forth. This longing 
is doubly painful because I regard it as a 
sure sign that I am suffering from some mal­
ady of the spirit - otherwise such a thing 
would be impossible.

which he considered sacred with feelings of serenity and 
caopmplishment.
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truth and a reality which would have yielded him personal

satisfaction.. Once driven into the real world, he was for­

ever to remain at odds with it, for from it he derived

neither happiness nor fulfillment. People appeared to be

the obstacles to the realization of his ideas. His anti­

pathy towards the masses of men he voiced often andioud.
History was in the hands of the select, the self-appointed
priesthood of the Spirit, of which he had pictured himself
as the High Priest.

Yet when he died January 2, 1927, it was the people
Their respect and regard for the frailthat mourned him.

small man called Ahad Ea-Am sv/ept over the wall which he so
carefully constructed between himself and them.
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CHAPTER THREE

SETTING THE STAGE FOR AN INTERPRETATION Of AHAD HA-AM'S
CONCEPTION OF JEWISH HISTORY

The mind of man is not a tabula raza which permits
external stimuli to pour in upon it without interacting and
structuring them in accordance with its own Gestalt. Conse­
quently, that which the mind selects of these stimuli, it
selects because of its particular configuration, needs and
interests. The sum total of the knowledge of a particular
individual is limited, therefore, to the extent that he has
the ability to abstract from the many fragments absorbed by
his mind and to the extent he is able to combine his abstract­
ions into thought systems which correspond to reality. Though

the nature of reality in its completeness is still far from

our ken, we can nevertheless approximate whether a system of

thought is able to cope with reality through the application

of certain criteria: whether that system not only explains

more than any previous system but also whether the knowledge

yielded enables us to deal with reality in a more intelligent

and significant way, and whether it has deepened our under­

standing of the world and its manifold problems.

Perhaps the greater part of the external stimuli which

A. THE MANY AND THE FEW: A DISCUSSION OF POLITICAL 
AND SPIRITUAL ZIONISM
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impinge themselves upon our minds are social in nature. The
very categories with which we approach the world as it is are
derived through our experience as social beings. If the
average person, interested in living significantly in the pre­

sent, finds it difficult to divest his original thinking from

his assimilated thought, how much more compounded is the prob­

lem of the historian who is not only interested in the present

I think itbut also in the past yielding its truth for him.
cannot be denied that the historian approaches the data of the
past with a constellation of a priori assumptions, attitudes,
categories of classification, and perhaps prejudices. These
may be carved out of the historian’s "present" and his life

In the words of Morris Cohen, "Our implicitlyexperiences.

tion.
It appears that if we wish to understand Ahad Ha-Am’s

conception of Jewish history, we must first attempt to under­
concerning

Since for Ahad Ha-AmJews and the nature of Judaism were.
general history was only significant as it affected Jewish
history, our area of investigation must again take us to the
plight of Jews and Judaism toward the end of the nineteenth

I feel that herein lies the key for his treatmentcentury.
of that body of data which we call Jewish history, imbedded

in the stream of time which reaches from the earliest period

assumed principles determine the character of our interpreta- 
«1

stand what his "implicitly assumed principles"
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of Jewish self-awareness to our own time.

of the failure of the Enlightenment movement to integrate
Jews into the modern world and the dreadful pogroms and their
aftermath would have aroused his feeling and concern for the
future destiny of the individual Jew. We find, however, from
the outset of his career, a decided hostility to individualism

The rise of individualism he claims,in Jewish life per se.

from the destruction of the Temple and the nation. Individu­
alism was not supreme when the nation was firmly rooted in
its soil and when it was living according to Mosaic law.

is not regarded.3
In this period, the individual Israelite was regarded only as

In another analogy, the
individual is depicted as a minute particle of the body which

the whole body.

From this Ahad Ha-Am proceeds to apply his criticism to
the early Zionists who erred in their premature attempt to
colonize Palestine, before the national will had been regenerated

changes daily but which does not affect the organic unity of 
This type of national cohesion no longer

All the laws and ordinances of Moses have 
but one unvarying object; the well-being 
of the nation as a whole in the land of its 
inheritance. The happiness of the individual

First, what was Ahad Ha-Am’s feeling with regard to 
the plight of Jews?

is due to the deterioration of national loyalty which resulted
2

One would imagine that his awareness

a limb in relation to the whole body.

exists, and as a result the individual and his welfare have 
unfortunately become the summum bonum to be desired in Jewish 

4life.



48

. or the national ideal revivified.t „ The colonists who

exhibited the Diaspora orientation of individualism, had

brought the colonization scheme to near ruin, for the only-

lure they held out to new settlers was that of individual

material welfare without any regard to the rebirth of the

nation. The lure, however, had proved a failure for the
land was not able to provide the produce which the colonists
had been promised.
them to Palestine was now keeping them away from Palestine.

This was Ahad Ha-Am’s first level of reaction to the
problem of the plight of individuals in the absence, of a dy­
namic nationalism which had the welfare of the group upper-

With the rise of Herzl and hismost in its consideration.
proposal for the establishment of a political "Jewish State"
as a solution to the Jewish problem, Ahad Ha-Am reveals to
us another, much more serious objection to what he considers

The entire Zionist adventure,the evil of individualism.
Ahad Ila-Am maintains, was born not because Judaism is in straits,

Consequently, what westernbut because Jews are in straits.
Zionists want to do is to create a Jews* State so that they
who now suffer disabilities because of antisemitism might find

Ahad Ha-Am takes strong objection to hav-a place of refuge.
ing a state built on negative grounds, namely to serve as a

Ahad Ha-Am, commenting onhaven of refuge for the persecuted.

Self-interest which originally had brought
5

Colonization with only private interests in view was clearly 
"The Wrong Way".®
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(Wien 1897), states
that it was antisemitism that gave birth to Herzl, and Herzl

'Western Jews who had their eyes opened to their
Jewishness through antisemitism did not create Zionism for
its own sake but rather to alleviate the ill effects of anti­
semitism. his sharpest barb is the observation that if anti­
semitism should suddenly disappear Herzl’s Zionism would soon

He quotes Herzl as saying:follow in its wake.

enemy should disappear then it is clear that theIf the common
Herzl was not aware, according tonation would disintegrate.

Ahad Ha-Am, that historic Judaism derived its strength through
the national culture which shapes its sons in its image and
unites them by means of an overwhelming

Zionism lies in his belief that it really cannot solve the
problems of Jews at all, that the whole scheme is utterly fan-

The cry of the masses that the Messiah is at hand istastic.

Ahad Ha-Am, who was present at the First Zionist
Congress and who described himself as a
feast”, was utterly taken aback by .the program proposed. Had

The nation is a collective of people whose 
relationship and unity is maintained by 
virtue of a common enemy.®

"mourner at a wedding

Herzl’s pamphlet, "Her Baseler Congress"

"spirit" whose exist- 
9 ence is not dependent on any external foe.

The real crux of Ahad Ha-Am’s opposition to Herzlian

who gave birth to "Political Zionism" and Zionism to the

Congress,

a cry that will be silenced through consternation and disap­

pointment. 10
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the Congress merely met to discuss a national solution to
the Jewish problem and discussed ways of emancipating Jews
from their inner slavery, strengthening national unity by
joint action in all spheres of the national life "until we

it would have been successful and praise-
However the attempt to create a physical state "isworthy.

Even if the Turks consented to thea self-deceptive goal".
establishment of such a state it would still not solve the

In what follows, Ahad Ha-Am shows penetra-Jewish problem.
ting insight and a deep conviction that the actual establish­
ment of a Jewish state belongs to the period of the millenium,
the biblical "end of days".

become capable and worthy of a life of dignity at some time
11 in the future",

One may even doubt whether the establishment of 
a "Jewish State" at the present time, even in 
its most complete form that we can imagine, having 
regard to the general international position, would 
give us the right to say that our problem had been 
completely solved, and our national ideal attained. 
’Reward is proportionate to suffering’. After two 
thousand years of Untold misery and suffering, the 
Jewish people cannot possibly be content with at­
taining at'last to the position of a small insig­
nificant nation, with a State tossed about like a 
ball between its powerful neighbors, and maintain­
ing its existence only in diplomatic shifts and 
continual truckling to the favored of fortune. An 
ancient people, which was once beacon to the world, 
cannot possibly accept, as a satisfactory reward for 
all that it has endured, a thing so trifling, which 
many other peoples, unrenowned and uncultured, have 
won in a short time, without going through a hun­
dredth part of the suffering. It was not for nothing 
that Israel had Prophets, whose vision saw right­
eousness ruling the world at the end of days. It 
was their nationalism, their love for their people 
and their land, that gave the Prophets that vision.
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Ahad Ha-Am. has stated as clearly as he could the be­
lief that "Political Zionism" is impossible, and even if
possible, it is not desirable until the nations of the world
reach a state of justice in their relationships with one
another. It is only then that a Jewish State can survive. If
we pursue the assumption that a Jewish State could be created,

it follows, Ahad Ha-Am maintains, that it would not solve the

material problems of the Jews for whom it is being created.

With regard to the Ingathering of the Exiles: Since modern

life is so complex, no nation - not even the strongest -

could create an economy with such speed as

Such a

to absorb all the immigrants that Herzl’s scheme 
entails. Hence only fantasy bordering on madness 
can believe that so soon as a Jewish State is es­
tablished millions of Jews will flock to it, and 
the land will afford adequate sustenance.15

For in their days the Jewish State was al­
ways between two fires - Assyria or Baby­
lon on one side, and Egypt on the other- 
and it never had any chance of a peaceful 
life and natural development. So "Zionism" 
in the minds of the Prophets expanded, and 
produced that great vision of the end of 
days, when the wolf should lie down with the 
lamb, and nation should not lift sword against 
nation - then Israel should too dwell secure­
ly in its land. And so this ideal for humanity 
has always been and will always-be an essen­
tial part of the national ideal of the Jewish 
people; and a "Jewish State" will be able to 
give the people rest only when universal 
Righteousness is enthroned and holds sway over 
nations and States... The salvation of Israel 
will be achieved by Prophets not diplomats.12

not, in the opinion of Ahad Ha-Am, be recognized.
The major need which "Political Zionism" is to fulfill can-
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state, even if it could be created, would not solve the eco­
nomic problems of the Jews still in the Diaspora. Both Fin-
sker and Herzl pointed out that one of the sources of anti-

Jewish feeling is the Jew’s keenest in the economic sphere.

This, coupled with the accusation of "foreigner", leads to

discrimination against him. How, asks Ahad Ha-Am, could a

Jewish State diminish such hatred since its source, the Jew

in commerce, has not been removed from the area of conflict?

Ahad Ha-Am recognized that Zionism as depicted by

Herzl could not solve the Jewish problem. He persisted in

the idea that the Jewish people will continue to remain scat-

If no objective solution could be found for the

plight of Jews, what remained that cauld be done? To this

question Ahad Ha-Am had a significant answer: Create a Kes-

sianism which is rooted in Judaism and yet in consonance

with modern thought; a philosophy which would counter-act

the assimilationist tendencies of Western Jewry, and yet not

offend the sensibilities of the Maskilim in Russia; an orien­

tation which while non-religious nevertheless can appeal to

The one motif and cardinal principlereligious elements.
which will account for the logical inconsistencies in Ahad
Ha-Am* s point of view is his desire to keep Jews and Judaism
distinct from the other national, cultural and religious

The mere fact that he now has a nationality will not abet 
his position in the slightest.

tered amidst the nations and would continue to suffer their 
hatred.15
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groupings, and through the deliberate and self-conscious

creation of national cultural forms. He devised a nation­

alist viewpoint which is synthetic in nature and by his own

"Spiritual Zionism" as opposed to "Political
Zionism", is basically a psychological orientation, a state
of mind or feeling which is to be developed not toward Jews
and their situation in the Diaspora, but to Judaism whose
future and problems he considers distinct.

Ahad Ha-Am holds that Galuth which all Zionists
agree is an evil, is really twofold in nature. There is the

actual physical galuth which Zionism cannot show us how to

escape, and spiritual galuth which he claims can be escaped.

The latter cramps the people in its spiritual life by taking

from it the possibility of safe-guarding its national indivi­

duality according to its own spirit.

This spiritual cramping which our ancestors 
called"the ... ’the exile of the Divine Pre­
sence’... has become especially painful in our 
own time, since the overthrow of the artificial 
wall behind which the spirit of the people en­
trenched itself in past generations, in order 
to live their own life; and now we and our na­
tional life are enslaved to the spirit of the 
peoples around us, and we can no longer save 
our national individuality from being undermined 
as a consequence of the necessity of assimila­
ting ourselves to the spirit of an alien life, 
which is too strong for us.17 ...Now it is this 
problem of spiritual galuth which really finds 
its solution in a national refuge in Palestine: 
a refuge not for all Jews who need peace and 
bread, but for the spirit of the people, for 
that distinctive (unique) cultural form, the re­
sult of the historical development of a thousand

admission cannot be verified logically, but must be felt and 
16 

experienced.
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This tenth part consists of those who really understand the
spirit of the people, of which Ahad Ha-Am is the leading

He points out that when the plan to set­prophet or priest.
tie only the small minority was made public,

A purpose of the Spiritual Center was that it should
be the haven of the elite who could solve their practical
problem of the Diaspora by leaving it and going to Palestine,
there to live the kind of unhampered life that Ahad Ha-Am 1
depicts for them. One must be careful, however, not to clut­
ter the wastes of Palestine with people who want to escape the

tocracy. Of Ahad Ea-Am’s theory of power we will treat later.
Suffice it to say that he was quite interested in presiding

whom he had asked to dedicateover

misery of oppression; for belonging to the masses, they might 

be misfits in the rarified atmosphere of the spiritual aris-

a shudder went through the Zionist camp, 
as though the presence of a destructive 
enemy had been detected. Nor was this 
instinct wholly mistaken. The movement 
was then just beginning to spread, and 
there was an attempt to give it a form 
which must not alienate the masses, who 
want above all things to escape from their 
national troubles.19

years which is still strong enough to 
live and to develop naturally in the fu­
ture, if only the fetters of galuth are 
removed. Andthough the refuge contain 
only a tenth part of the people, this tenth 
part will be sacred to the whole people, 
which will see in it a picture of its na­
tional individuality, of what it is like 
when it lives its own life, without exter­
nal restraint.0

"the coterie of priests"
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Finally, we must still inquire as to the specific

dimensions of the Spiritual Center. Ahad Ha-Am gives us

an authoritative description:

("A Spiritual Center”, 1907)Ahad ELa-Am again assures us

that outside the spiritual aspects of life, namely those of

economic, political, and social relations, the spiritual

center is of no avail. It cannot and will not affect the

position of the Jews in the Diaspora in these areas.

which will be true and natural...22

The Spiritual Center has only one real function. It is to

supply the Diaspora with an authoritative interpretation of

Judaism as understood by the priests of the spirit. It is

’Spiritual’ means that this relation of the 
center to the circumference between Palestine 
and the lands of the Diaspora will be limited 
of necessity to the spiritual side of life. 
The influence of the center will strengthen the 
national consciousness in the Diaspora, will 
wipe out the spiritual taint of galuth, and will 
fill our spiritual life with a national content

themselves to the task of reviving the spirit.20

A center of our nationality implies that 
there is a circumference, which like every 
circumference, is much larger than the cen­
ter, That is to say, the speaker sees the 
majority of his people, in the future as in 
the past, scattered all over the world, but 
no longer broken up in discon'bcted parts, 
because one part - the one in Palestine - 
will be a center to them all, and will unite 
them into a single complete circumference.

■ When all the scattered members of the nation­
al body feel the beating of the national heart, 
restored to life in the home of its vitality, 
they too will once again draw near to one anoth­
er and welcome the inrush of living blood that 
will flow from the heart.2!
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to serve a function which is psychological in nature, offer­

ing to unify the dispersed Jewish communities of the globe

around a distinctive national banner. It has undertaken the

tack executed by previous generations when Palestine was con­

sidered the center of authentic Jewish religious teaching for

With this philosophy, Ahad Ka-am hoped to fillWorld Jewry.

the vacuum which the decline of Orthodoxy left in European

Jewish life, and which Haskalah and Political Zionism failed

Spiritual Zionism, like the earlier messianic move-to fill.

The situation which Jewryments, was born out of desperation.

faced in the latter part of the nineteenth century was one in

Ahad Ha-Am supplied a spiritualwhich there was "No Exit".

exit not for Jewry but for the few that would join him in his

escape from reality into the world of the Spirit.

B. DIASPORA NATIONALISM AND SPIRITUAL ZIONISM

In the previous discussion on the difference in out­

look with regard to the plight of Jews in the latter part of

the nineteenth century as evidenced by Herzl and Ahad Ha-Am,

the thesis was argued that Ahad Ha-Am, because he saw no way

out of the predicament in which Jews found themselves, construc­

ted a theory of "Spiritual Zionism" wherein Palestine was to

be the Spiritual Center which would bind the Diaspora together

While it was to be the haven ofin a bond of spiritual unity.

refuge for the spiritual elect, it was not the place where the

masses of Jews could seek refuge from the persecution which
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beset them on all sides in the lands in which they dwelt.

The "Center", it was obvious to Ahad Ea-Am, would not be

able to affect the material or political status of Jews in

Its contribution would be a psychological one:the Diaspora.

This thesis can be further illustrated by Ahad Ea-Am’s

attitude toward Diaspora Nationalism, which, as his own think­

ing, accepted the continued existence of the Diaspora as a

Dubnow, in his Letters on Ancient andfact of Jewish life.

Modern Judaism, argued that Jews should not seek to concentrate

It is incumbent uponthemselves in a country of their own.

them to seek the right to live their distinctive national life

in the countries where they have been residents for generations.

Theprogram of Diaspora Nationalism had as its goal the establish­

ment of such conditions as would favor the preservation of what

Dubnow called the national individuality of Jewish communities,

The point ofand the threat of assimilation on the other.

controversy between Dubnow and Ahad Ha-Am is the attitude to­

ward Diaspora existence and the extent to which it can create

Ahad Ha-Am's own position, which hea full national life.

characterizes as the one to which most Jews adhere, is that

without the limitations of a ghetto existence on the one hand
24

... diaspora is subjectively negative, but ob­
jectively positive... Dispersion is a thoroughly 
evil and unpleasant thing, but we can and must 
live in dispersion, for all its evils and all its 
unpleasantness. Exodus from the dispersion will

it would attempt to cement the National Spirit of the people
23so that its spiritual decay would cease.
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It is not that Jews have to live in the Diaspora
that gives the question its urgency; rather is it the atti­
tude which is to be taken toward such an existence. Again

it must be noted that Ahad Ha-Am is at a loss to solve the

What he urges is the need tomaterial problems of the Jew,

develop a framework which is both rational and psychological

in scope which will make the burden of Diaspora life seem

lighter by giving Jews a national ideal toward which they should

Thus he argues that the "will to live", a dark forcestrive.

which is resident in the very marrow of the Jewish people,

persuades it that it is possible to live in the dispersion.

ate means to preserve themselves and their national identity.

Ahad Ha-Am deviates from the Diaspora Nationalists in that he

does not make the Diaspora a subjectively desirable goal, to

which he looks for the solution to the Jewish Question. He

does not believe that the nations of the world will be induced

which are

clearly under the sovereignty of another nation, nor is he

Nevertheless there is much that

can be done to enrich the national life of Diaspora Judaism
29and much that must be done in the struggle for national rights.

This same force also impels the Jewish people to find appropri-
26

to let Jews have "national rights" in territories
27

always be as it has always been, an in­
spiring hope for the distant future; but 
the date of that consummation is the se­
cret of a higher power, and our survival 
as a people is not dependent upon it. °

convinced that it is possible to create a complete national 
^ife outside Palestine.28
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What is required, therefore, is a sweeping new orientation

to modern day Jewish life which will form a new rampart

that is to make secure the existence of the Jewish people

The essential problem for Ahad Ha-Am was not so much

the plight of Jews, whose position by his own admission

could not readily be changed, but the plight of Judaism: the

emotional, intellectual and religious non-tangible super­

structure which reflected generalizations about the Jewish

This cculd be remolded to meet the needs of thesituation.

Judaism needed a new psychology that would supply loftytime.

aspirations for the national psyche and which appeared to be

realizeable in the modern world.

In a relatively late essay, "

retical solution for the problems that beset Judaism at the
end of the nineteenth century. He reasons that when the Jews
during the period of the second Temple became aware that the
territorial basis of their "national existence" was slipping
from their grasp and were fearful of losing their religion
and culture with their country, "they made a shift to turn
what may be called their national capital into liquid portable
assets".

Since that time the scattered fragments! and the 
successive generations of the Jewish people have

in dispersion and will replace the old rampart "which is
30 tottering before our eyes".

ni j ip1?

Ahad Ha-Am focuses on the problem which gave rise to his theo-

" (1910),
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The nation,
This wasmade the necessary adjustments to exile in advance.

achieved by shifting the religious center from Temple to Syn­
agogue, by converting the literature into compilations of
legal codes and folklore, and by converting Hebrew from the
spoken to the literary idiom.

Although the existence in the Diaspora was meagre, the
kept intact until the modern period. Then awas

There the Jewish nationcrisis developed in western Europe.
was pronounced dead but Judaism was presumed to live on through

To achieve this, the olda primarily religious expression.
religion was transformed so that its national characteristics

All this was done by the Jews of the westwould be hidden.
Ahad Ha-Am keenly ob-in their battle for self-preservation.

serves:

"as though guided by some premonitory instinct",

Thus the remnants of the national capital were 
put into a form in which they could accompany 
the people on its wanderings and to serve to 
maintain national existence through the long 
dark years of exile.32

"capital"

been held together and unified by the triple 
bond of religion, literature and (as the 
foundation of both) language. These were all 
originally rooted in the land of Palestine, 
and could be made portable only at the ex­
pense of shedding such of their roots as 
could not be separated from their native soil. 
Religion had to give up the Temple and all the 
tites and ceremonies that could be observed 
only in Palestine: literature had to forgo the 
inspiration of contact with nature in its na­
tive land; and Hebrew had to cease to be the 
language of every day speech.31
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At a later time, the same symptoms began to appear in
Eastern Europe; but because political conditions were differ­
ent there, the attempt at Enlightenment was aborted* After

this experience, East-European Jewry looked for a different

solution for its crisis.

To those who answer the question by stating that religion

will save Jewry as it has in the past, there is the rejoinder

that

The problem from Ahad Ha-Am’s perspective would appear to be

how to link the Judaism of the present with that of the past

without coming into conflict with the spirit of the age, and

yet without having the spirit of the age eclipse the Judaism

To this taskwhich he plans to bring into harmony.

Ahad Ha-Am devoted himself. He digested much of the litera­

ture of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, culling from

He assumed the role of a modern apologist

The western Jews have lost what they gave 
up; they have not been able to save what 
they thought they could save; they have not 
been able^to conceal what they wanted to 
conceal.35

It has become obvious to everybody that the 
old three-fold basis of our national life is 
crumbling. Religion is more or less spent as a 
force; the Hebrew language is falling into 
oblivion; Hebrew literature is neglected. The 
last residue of our national capital being 
thus dissipated, what is going to happen to 
us? We like to believe that the national will 
to live is still there, and that in the end 
an answer to this ominous question will be 
found.54

it what he could use and synthesizing points of view which 

served hislpurpose.

...religion depends upon faith, and faith 
depends upon the soirit of the age, which 
we cannot control.55



62

who addressed himself to the specific issues which confronted

the Jewish community of both Eastern and Western Europe.

Ahad Ha-Am, an eclectic, never developed a philosophic system.

his purpose in writing was not to present an abstract disser­

tation on Jewish experience in history, for its own sake; ra­

ther was it an attempt to present a program for the revival

of Judaism as conceived by him. If we take this as his person­

al motivation, his attempts at structuring the facts of Jewish

For the justifica-history will fall into proper perspective.

tion of his thinking he drew upon the intellectual streams of

The important schools of thought whichthe nineteenth century.

he used were Biological-Evolutionism, Positivism, French Psy-

These streams emptiedchology, Romanticism, and Nationalism.

into the reservoir of "Spiritual Zionism" where they intermin-

These were the broad categories withgled with one another.

Thesewhich Ahad Ha-Am approached the data of Jewish history.

categories, combined with his own personality, form the

functional a priori which mirror Ahad Ha-Am's conception of

Jewish History.
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k. EVOLUTION AND THE "PLIGHT OF JUDAISll"

The essential question that the Jewish intellectual

asked himself in the nineteenth century was why he should

remain an adherent of Judaism. This question embodies more

than the query as to why one should remain a Jew. Remaining

a member of the Jewish people, was -a status conditioneda Jew,
as much by external factors as by volition. One’s Jewishness
was a social fact which European society never permitted any-

It was possible to be a Jew in this senseone to forget.
without any commitment to a philosophy of Judaism either in

This was not the casethe religious or the secular sense.
with adherents of Judaism who looked for a vigorous formulation
of religious, philosophic or psychological reasons as to why
they should want to continue as Jews on a fully conscious
level; they eagerly sought a justification for their status
as Jews.

The problem of seeking a solution to the plight of

Judaism was complicated by several factors. One factor was the

decline of religion, orthodoxy in particular, to which Ahad

Ha-Am has already alluded; another was the ’’failure" of the

revolutionary approach of Reform Judaism which weeded out of

whereasJudaism all that was not in consonance with Reason.

orthodoxy could no longer command faith, Reform, it appeared

The basic solution to this dilemmaReason to its beliefs.

to Ahad Ea-Am, could never command the universal assent of
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evolution, it would then be possible to view its religious

manifestation as a passing phase, a vestige of an earlier

time which was a necessity in its development, but was no

longer binding. This would obviate the need of resuscitating
If evolution is the keynote of Judaism, then theorthodoxy.

revolutionary uprooting of Reform is an abortion of the

The crest of the evolu-eyolutionary process and must fail.

tionary development was, of course, Ahad Ha-Am*s own time.

It would follow, then, for Ahad Ha-Am to believe that the

dominant motif, nationalism, current in his day, was the most

acceptable answer to the problem of Judaism. It appeared to

him as the most developed idea of the evolutionary process and

read it back into the historical part as an inherent element

in Judaism from the earliest dawn of the Hebraic conscience.

B. THE "HERESY* OF DAR'./INISm

Ahad Ha-Am states that he could adopt that "scientific

cannot pass judgement on the past.

basis for their analysis and treat all fruits of

For if one accepts evolution, he argues, one

Those who use evolution

use it as a

heresy which bears the name of Darwin" without any danger to 
4 his Judaism.

the human tree as natural phenomena, "the inevitable result
5

of certain causes ..."

Ahad Ha—Am found in the great idea of the nineteenth century - 

Evolution. If Judaism could somehow be viewed as being in
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Since the analogy of man to nature has been made, Ahad Ea-Am sees

within such an analysis the possibility of truly understand-

ing the past.

which make for change and development, then all men in all

ages will
condition and their environment.

It should follow that all human institutions are but
transients which pass through the corridor of human history.
They are called into being by objective conditions and fall

ancientinto desuetude when these conditions no longer exist.

beliefs and customs fall squarely into this area.

The conceptual framework of evolution has created a spirit

of historical criticism which has freed the human mind from

...our outlook differs from that of our ancestors, 
not because we are essentially better than they 
were, but simply because our mental condition has 
changed, and our environment is different; that 
there is nothing so barbarous, so evil, that the 
human mind cannot accept it and fosteri.it, given 
suitable conditions; and that consequently many 
of the sacred truths of every generation must become 
falsehoods in the next, and they who judge today 
will not escape scot free from the tribunal of 
tomorrow.®

And just as the natural scientist is not 
concerned to pronounce judgement on the objects 
which he examines, to say, "this is good, but 
that is bad; this is sweet, that bitter..." 
just as he knows no distinction between the 
most exquisite bird and the most repulsive 
insect, but examines all alike with the minut­
est attention, doing his best to penetrate 
into the mystery of their lives and the process 
of their evolution; so too the student of the 
spiritual life of mankind has no concern with 
good and evil, wisdom or folly. For him it is 
all the fruit of the human tree.6

If all men are subject to "the eternal laws"

"produce such fruit as is determined by their
,.7

fosteri.it
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its subservience to the past, "more than all the incisive

reasoning of heretics of past generations".

Ahad Ea-Am maintains that this attitude of accepting

the past on its own terms and not judging it by contemorary

standards of logic was then the norm in the general history

In the world of Jewish his-of culture but net the Jewish.

thought, the attempt is still made to evaluate his­torical

experience by the criteria of logic,torical

they were contemporary.

in a.had Ha-Am’s use of the evolutionary theory is theImplied

notion that the data of history are framed by particular cir-

It follows that beliefs, institutions, traditions,cumstances.

and the remainder of the cultural and historical baggage have

transcendent qualities which could plead for allegiance inno

Ahad Ea-Am illustrates this foran age other than their own.

(1897), in which heus in an essay entitled nim-t n'jnr;It

r

which can only judge the value of early insti­
tutions by oui' standards, and cannot examine 
their intrinsic qualities and their rise and 
development by the light of ideas with which 
+ hc>v r* r' + dnin a

Every thinking man who examines the past in 
this spirit becomes, as it were a reincarna­
tion of the souls of all ages. Understand­
ing the mental life of past generations,and 
entering sympathetically into their ideals, 
he does not regard it as a defect in them 
that their opinions and customs do not in 
every respect come up to the standards of 
our ideas and demands of the present day. 
Consequently, the feeling of respect for 
the men of the past does not compel him to 
follow them in practice; he recognizes that 
every generation has its ideals, every gen­
eration its truths.
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comments on an article which attacked the contemporary author­
ity of the bhulchan Aruch. He writes:

Ahad Ha-am reasons that the bhulchan juch is not "the

book that we have chosen for our guide", but the book "that

has been made our guide whether we would or not by the force

This book with its "uncouth"of historical development".

"best suited the spirit of our people, their ccndi-secticns,

tions and needs in those generations in which they accepted

The pronouncement by Lolli

"It is our Law", Ahadthat "this is not our Law" is false.

Ha-Am maintains, expressed in the only form possible in the

middle Ages. He continues:

12

Ahad Ha-Am, as we note in the last section of this quotation,

could accept the implications of historical relativism in many

but not concerning the spirit as a phenomena purelyareas,

it as binding upon themselves."

Undoubtedly the article is right in the main. 
All the sections and paragraphs from the 
bhulchan Aruch which the author /Rabbi A. Lolli? 
quotes are certainly quite foreign to our 
spirit at the present day: "certainly there 
is net a single Jew of modern education who 
can believe in them." But the inference which 
he draws, that "we must proclaim aloud, in sea­
son and cut of season, that this is not cur Law" 
is wrong.H

... just as the Talmud is our Law in the form 
of our Law which it took in the last days of 
the ancient world, and just as the Bible is 
our Law in the form which it took while the 
Jews still lived as a nation on their own land. 
The three books are but three milestones on the 
road .of a single development, that of the spirit 
of the Jewish nation. u.ach corresponds to the 
nations condition and need in a different period.
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conditioned by time and place.

evo-

he would have had difficulty in giving a tone of

autiiority to his historical analysis. Since "the wall of

tradition" could easily be toppled, Ahad Ha-Am could not
invoke the God of history who gave direction to the course

of events. He found a valuable substitute in the idea that

every nation, as every biological organism, had a Spirit

This Spirit, as wewhich acted as its historical guide.

shall see, is the substratum about which the data of Jewish
history are organized. As Ahad Ha-Am pointed to what he con­
sidered the fallacy of the Reformers, in that they applied to
the historical materials of the past the notions of eighteenth

regard to his imposition of nineteenth century thought on
Jewish history.

Vie expect and shall find in Ahad Ha-Am the utopian and

One cannot rush the ideal to a premature conclusion

but must proceed with "small sure steps" to the ultimate goal.

What assurance do we have that such

Toward the

of the drive for self-preservation, and the struggle for survival

century thought, so we feel impelled to call attention to the 
fact that Ahad Ha-Am cannot escape a similar accusation with

hopes are realizeable even in the distant future^
answer to this question Ahad Ha-Am brings the biological notions

If he would have accepted 
only the empirical consequences of his understanding of 
lution,

Time is requisite for the proper evolution of national forms 
and the national ideal.

Messianic hope that a Judaism in process has a glorious fu­
ture. 13
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and development.

C.

was

works beneath the conscious level and which assumes control

of the mind’s movements. it directs these movements "whither

it will, giving to its commands the semblance of reason and

Though this force, which is all-powerful, takes on

ful, an inner force, Imagination,

Illustrating the will to live, Ahad Ha-Am notes that 
in earliest times when man’s contact with the world was pain-

many guises, it can be discerned by the knowing eye as the 
desire for life and well being.

The human mind, although it may appear to be 
guided by reason alone, is really controlled by a force which

a conclusion arrived at a year earlier in the feuilleton 
"wajn pawn".

could lead the way to rest, by refashion­
ing the chain of cause and effect, and 
could shed a cheerful light on every cir­cumstance and event... i®

truth. ’’

THE "DRIVE FOR SELF-PRESERVATIOh"

Wool
In his essay "ninn "j i nn Diiiy" (1891), Ahad Ea-Am 

propounded the idea that the reason why Jews do not break

This desire which is implanted in us by 
nature, forces every living thing to pur­
sue at all times that which brings life 
and pleasure, and to shun at all times 
that which leads to destruction and pain. 
For every living thing this desire is the 
motive and the goal of every action.

away completely from Judaism was not due to an external force, 

but rather to the internal drive for self-preservation; this
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That which gave birth to Imagination in the hour of

man’s trial and made it possible for him to go on living

was the drive for self-preservation. Ahad Ha-Am then goes

on to make his point from Jewish history, iiethodologically

he always proceeds from the general to the particular. He

applies his conclusions derived from the general history of

culture to Judaism.

Ahad Ha-Am divides Jewish historical experiences into

The earliest is the natural periodthree major periods.

This is the age of thewhen the people was full of vigor.

Thisprophets when the national will to live was healthy.

idyllic period came to an end when the nation was destroyed

It wasby the successive conquests of the great empires.

then that Imagination, at the bidding of the will-to-live,

transposed the national hopes into the supernatural aspirations

of religion.

The third period was initiated when the spirit of
critical inquiry "laid waste the castles of Imagination".

As the actual position of the nation sunk lower 
and lower, so its spirit soared heavenwards 
leaving the concrete, present life of will and 
action for a visionary life of boundless future. 
The nation soon became a slave to this spiritual 
disease which was an inevitable outcome of its 
condition and history.13

The course of human thought on life generally, 
as applied to the individual, is paralleled by 
that of Hebrew thought on the life of the 
Hebrew nation; and the one process may fitly 
serve to illustrate the other.1?
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The Jewish castle was not spared. This development gave rise

to a new generation which believed no more than their

fathers did in "the possibility of achieving the national

well-being by natural means", but has forsaken, in conformity

to the spirit of the age, the power of Imagination. Yet

It would appear from all points of logic and criteria

which Ahad Ha-Am setj up in this essay that if there can be

no natural existence for a people, and if it has lost the

power of Imagination to create the unreal world of ideals

as a substitute incentive for life, then the will-to-live

Ahad Ha-Am, however, approachesin that people is dead.

Darwinism statedthis question in a doctrinaire manner.

that every organism had a will-to-live. It further maintained

and that there w^uld be a survival only for the fittest.

Sincean analogy between the individual and society.

biology was the reigning science, analogies to it extended

into historical fields. Spencer believed that a general

law of evolution could be formulated so that it would apply

to society. He reasoned that the principles of social

structure and change must be the same as that of the universe

at large.

existence among societies as there is among organisms.

Conseouently, there must be a struggle for
2a

Ahad Ha-Am, like Herbert Spencer, believed that there was
21

that every organism was engaged in a 'fetruggle for existence"
20

Ahad Ha-Am maintains that despite this development their
19 national-will-to-live cannot be crushed.
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Nations like organisms must pass through the normal course

of evolution. Like organisms who die, so it appears that

nations who have run their full span of development must

also die. To this analogy Ahad Ha-Am takes vociferous

exception. he writes:

Ahad Ha-Am will not bind himself to evolution where

the expansion of the idea to its logical conclusion will

toll the death knell of the Jewish nation or of Judaism.

He is willing to attach himself to the ever rising star of

the evolutionary process if this will promise Judaism a

will-to-live and give it a faith in the inevitability of
Even if this faith is objectively groundless,progress.

long as it is resident in the power of Imagination,as
there is hope that at some future point a more liveable

One of the remarkable attributessolution can be attained.
Historyof the will-to-live is that it creates history.

is conceived as the vehicle through which the "instinct

expresses Itself.for self-preservation"

But at this stage there is an important 
difference between the individual and 
tne nation. The individual dies: die he 
must: all his hopes for the future cannot 
save him from death. But the nation has 
a spiritual thread of life, and physical 
laws do not set a limit to its years of 
strength. And so let it but make the 
future an integral part of itself, though 
it be only in the form of a fanciful hope, 
it has found the spring of life, the proper 
spiritual food which will preserve and sustain 
it for many a .-long year despite its ailments 
and diseases.^0
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Ahad Ha-Am conceives of the nation as a living

Since everything in man

destroy and those which would abet life.
all his thoughts

’With

conceived of a
from his

When these tribal units grewenemies *
to protect or avenge

the nation from those who

is the ominous evil to be avoided, man gave
to methods whereby he could circumvent destruction.

aroused in man the
through

gods became national and their task was 

threatened its survival.

this basic drive, and serves it in 

is concentrated on the single desire

those which would

This "instinct"

Hume, Ahad Ha-Am holds that this fear 

idea that every natural phenomenon had a deity which, 

appeasement by words or gift, would protect man from harm. 

To protect himself from other men, early man 

tribal deity to which he looked for protection
into nations, their

ture nor from the rest of the nation’s life.

ing to the environment in order to survive is dominated by 

the battle for existence.

organism with a thriving instinct of self-preservation 

which has kept the nation alive throughout its history.

cannot be separated from the national cul- 

All condition-

History does not trouble about our program; 
it creates what it creates at the bidding of 
our ’instinct of self-preservation’. Whether 
we understand the true import and purpose of 
our work, or whether we prefer not to under­
stand - in either case history works through 
us, and will reach its goal by our agency.^

for life, he saw but two forces in nature:
Since destruction
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0. MONOTHEISM - A DERIVATIVE OF THE INSTINCT

OF SELF-PRESERVATION

In ancient Israel, although a few gifted prophets

had the concept of the Unity of God, the masses of men

still believed in polytheism. It was not until the destruc­

tion of the first Temple that the spirit of.the exiled

people changed to admit that there was only One God. That
which made the people’s spirit change was not conscious
assent to a new truth but the working of the instinct for

This instinct devised the concept of aself-preservation.
different kind of God whose power extended across national
boundaries so that he could save his people on foreign soil.
Such a God had to be a World God, a Cosmic Force that could

The national instinct to survive compelled the
people to turn to the monotheism of the prophets and it is

We might add ain this manner that monotheism was born.

postscript to this hypothesis and note Ahad ha-Am’s consistency

of approach, for when the "national instinct" in the nineteenth

century bade Jews to turn to from monotheism and embrace

Positivism they could will to do nothing else.

On the basis of this instinct, Ahad Ha-Am proceeds to

analyze the whole body of Jewish experience since the destruc­

tion of the ilyllic natural setting at the time of the prophets.

From then on, all was compromise with the national ideal (a

bid the king of Babylon as well as all emperors to do His 
25Will.
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Until the

founding of Spiritual Zionism, which attempted to recapture

the national life of the nation some two thousand years

After theIsrael’s pristine purity was shattered.

existence.

the ghetto and its fence of religious prescriptions.

Whereas from the vantage point of historical 

distance Ahad Ha-Am observes the deterioration of national

hopes as they become overlaid by religion, his tone changes 

when he deals with the need to preserve, for a time at least,

concept we shall deal with in the discussion of Nationalism) 

and an inauthentic national existence emerged.

the religious forms devised in the ghetto and Diaspora

This attitude emerges when Ahad Ha-Am attacks 

the Haskalah movement which had urged the breaking down of

The

destruction of the first Temple, religion was to be

only a foundation and a support for the national 
hope, which grew and developed in the period 
of the second Temple, until it became the whole 
content of the nation’s spiritual life, and 
rose superior even to the national ideal from 
which it drew its beginning.

after it existed, if it existed at all, Jews did not live in

the spirit of Hebraism but in its watered down religious 
2 6expression, Judaism.

All the aspects of religious life which stressed the 

needs of the individual encroached upon the national ideal. 

All which made Judaism look heavenward, though determined 

by the instinct for survival, really prevented the realiza­

tion of the great vision which the prophets held for the 
future.28
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Haskalah Jews did not realize, Ahad xia-Am maintains, that

that he could protect himself are the religious institutions

and values which Jews have developed in Diaspora living.

It is as foolish to denounce these implements in the battle

for survival as it is to praise them, for Jews are not

responsible for them.

The national instinct for survival had suddenly taken on

when the nation hadnew strength in Ahad Ea-Am’s own time.

deviated too much from its national ideal, it suddenly burst

forth and directed all eyes to Zion as the solution for its

The instinct directed the work of thespiritual problem.
Hibbath Zion movement whether it so wills or not.

Throughout our discussion it has become apparent that

Itthis instinct has a consciousness which is phenomenal.

decides proper theologies and how Jews may conduct their

lives outside Palestine. It is beyond reason and no one can

Ahad Ha-Am observed this particular propensitychart its way.
of the instinct when he saw that conscious direction of
Zionism was at variance with the actual work acomplished.
He notes:

...The workers have had one goal in view, and 
have been unconsciously approaching another.
This dualism is the surest sign that the

analogous to an ox’s horns which nature bequeathed him so

For they evolve in themselves as necessary develop­
ments flowing from our life situation. we 
derived both the good and the bad qualities in 
our struggle for existence.29
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This instinct to which Ahad Ha-Am assigns such tremendous

importance defies clear definition. That it defies reason

he himself has willingly admitted. It seems from all

indications to be a grossly metaphysical notion possessing

attributes which in the pre-positivist period might have

been ascribed to God or the Devil as directors of history.

closest to the notion of Fate found in

ancient literature which presses man forward to his destiny

Ahad Ha-Am, if he were pressed,despite his own volition.

might well have admitted that the notion of the dark instinct

that lurks beneath the surface of man's consciousness belongs

to his category of "Imagination", and that its usage in

explaining Jewish history flows from his own attempt to

For his age and time, the instinct theorypreserve Judaism.
projected on a national basis brought home to Jews the idea

that they could not succeed in their attempt to stray from

the fold.

Ha-
constructed the foundations of Spiritual Zionism.

That their very instincts would not permit them 
to surrender their Jewish heritage was the hope which Ahad

driving force is not reasoning reflection, 
but something much deeper: oneof those natural 
instincts which work in darkness and makes 
man do their will whether he likes it or not, 
while he believes that his action is directed 
to the object which his reason has set before 
him. This driving force is the instinct of 
national self-preservation. By it we are 
compelled to achieve what must be achieved for 
the perpetuation of our national existence; 
and we follow it albeit without clear conscious­
ness, and by crooked paths - because we must 
follow it if we would live.30

It is, however,
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CHAPTER five

AHAD La-ALL'S CCNCEPTION OF JEWISH HISTORY

The application of the theory of evolution to the

Jewish past yielded the idea of an ongoing process of which

Judaism was an integral part. Like all organisms which are

caught in the stream of evolution, the Jewish nation, which

is a social organism, is possessed of "the instinct of

self-preservation". Though it goes through the phases of

infancy, maturity and old age like any other organism, the

Jewish nation need not die. By the exercise of the power

of its "instinct", it can will itself life until a more

Thisnatural existence becomes possible at some future time.

skeletal evolutionary frame was sufficient to insure for its

adherents the continued existence of the Jewish nation and

J udaism. it lacked a messianic zeal, a glowingHowever,
Such a goal of course hadgoal to be realized in the future.

to be couched in terms of the needs of the present to have
appeal, and yet transcend the present to be meaningful for

That man must have such a goal to survive thethe future.

despair of the present Ahad ha-Ain states in unmistakeable

terms.

The laws of knowledge which govern our reason, 
require absolutely that every fact shall have a 
cause; anything without a precedent cause is 
inconceivable. We might, however, conceive the 
whole world as simply the inevitable result of

The Influence of the Romantic movement on Ahad Ea-Am
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The goal that Ahad ha-Am posits for the "end

These aspirations are not to be realized

the nations,

Spiritual Center in Palestine.

A. TI-iE SPIRIT OF ROMANTICISM

When Ahad Ha-Am imposed the evolutionary hypothesis

category for the explanation of the Jewish past, he

The very

assumed that developmentworks. Since Ahad Ha-Am,

to have

was

but rather by their centralization in the
3

progressing and changing, 

in the stream of thought called Romanticism.

The movement of Romanticism in its ideological tone 

a revolt against the Age of Reason with its attempt to 
5 construe all of experience in terms oi“ rationality alone.

as a

proceeds lineally ever upward, and that consequently progress 

is a built-in law of evolution, the underlying substance had

a constancy which clearly identified that which was 

This essence Ahad Ha-Am located

was of necessity confronted with a basic question.

phenomenon of evolution assumes that there must be matter

of days" in 

the evolution of Judaism is the enthronement of truth and 

absolute justice.

or some other essence through which the evolutionary process 
o 4 as Spencer,

certain causes, without reference to any 
particular end, were it not that our moral 
sense is up in arms against this conception, 
and a world without any end is in our view 
mere vanity and emptiness, as though it had 
reeled back into chaos.

initially through the dispersion of Jews and Judaism among
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J grant to every
man his "natural rights".

in the French state. Moreover, when Napoleon was defeated,
the emperors of Russia and Austria and the kings of England
and Prussia undertook to wipe out the Revolution along with

One of the notions of

total world of interrelated

the principles of the Age of Reason which gave it birth.
A period of reaction set in which tried to restore the

whole of which it was a part.
Nothing exists in and by itself, but only 
as part of a total world of inter

Romanticism was the result of the political failure of 
the French Revolution and its aftermath to

If the armies of Napoleon, the 
purported defender of the Revolution, had crushed its
enemies abroad, they did nothing to establish its principles

6

status quo prior to the Revolution, 

this period was that the Revolution was responsible for the 

breakdown in society of which the savageness of the Reign of 

Terror as well as Napoleon's reign were the prime examples. 

The period of reaction encouraged a return to the past as 

the model for the future.7

The Age of Reason, which tried to single out those 

aspects which were the same to all men, was offset by 

Romanticism' whxch tried to perceive that which was unique 

and different in all men. Romantic science, for example, 

became the science of the individual, whether person, object 

or quality. In order to be adequate, science had to describe 

the individual in terms of its relationship to the larger
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3individuals into which it must be set 
and from which it must be distinguished.

This approach to human history carried with it the implication 

that in order to penetrate the past, to understand its ideals 

and traditions, one must examine its heritage not through 

logical categories but in terms of development and growth.

The test of any institution was no longer its 
reasonableness and its utility, but its origin 
and history.9

In transmuting the rational into the traditional, 

’’history”, in the words of Schiller ’’is the final court of 

appeal”. Ahad Ha-Am had read the Romantics,TO and apparently 

found within this movement the approach to the past which 

yielded him the essence which he viewed as being in constant

Since every nation, religion, 

considered the result of some Spirit or Ideal 

laws of development 

a guiding

process aad prcoa^s and evolution.

and institution was

which unfolds itself according to its own
through time,11 Judaism too must be possessed of such
Spirit, Ideal, or Self. Fichte, Schelling and Hegel, who were 
the founders of the school of "Absolute Idealism", assumed that there 
was an Absolute Self of which individual selves were but finite 
expressions. Theirs were three major attempts to deal with the 
problems raised by the concept of the self.

That of Fichte is an attempt to solve the 
problem of the self and its objects in terms 
of moral experience; Schelling deals with it 
from the point og view of aesthetic or artistic 
experience; and most fundamental of all, Hegel 
deals witl^it in terms of logical experience, 
the experience of thought.12

Ahad Ha-Am absorbed much of Hegel's and Herder's
thought through the first modern philosopher of Jewish history,
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There were three such
three-fold phases in Jewish history. The first began with

Abraham and ended with Gedaliah after the destruction of the

second extended from the prophets of theFirst Temple; the

Exile to the death of Bar-Kochbah; and the third stage began

from Spain (Schechter)

Aach of the crests and troughs of the triple process correspond

The seeking after God, theto Israel's attachment to God.

course of development.

similarities in the thinking ofAlthough there are

Like Herder, Krochmal viewed the 

history of nations in biological categories. Every nation, 

including Israel, goes through three stages: the periods 

of budding, maturity, and decay.

Because the Jewish people has a

Krochmal and Ahad Ha-nmi, for example, in the analogy of the 

nation to a biological organism and the concept of the national 

revival, there is one basic difference: Krochmal's time still

Nachman Krochmal.

Spirit, a revival of the nation is possible, 

has taken place, the nation proceeds again bn the next triple
17

and moral degeneracy, it descended into a trough.

truly understood the Spirit or Will of God, it reached great 

heights.^6 Because the Jewish people has a unique national 

soul whicl} despite its failings, is attached to the Absolute

Once a revival

with Rabbi Judah Ba-Nasi and terminated with the expulsion 
14. 15, or the eighteenth century. (Agus)

Ideal of Ideals, was Israel's distinct heritage and mission.

When Israel departed fbhm this mission by lapsing into either 

the idolatry of ceremonialism and superstition or materialism 

When it
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concept and substitutes for the realization of the Absolute

Idea in history, the Spiritual Center and the enthronement

of absolute justice as the national aspiration of the

Spirit of Judaism.

B. 'THE SPIRIT OF JUDAIC.?1

To solve "the plight of Judaism" for his own day,

Ahad Ha-Am’s Spirit of Judaism had to be couched in

He had to equatenationalistic and particularistic terms.

the Spirit of Judaism with the National Spirit, and the

latter with true Hibbath Zion which was Spiritual Zionism.

Ahad Ha-Am writes that "the concentration of the

the soul predominates over all else within the soul.

This conception of

Ahad Ha-Am makes the basis for the Spiritual

Spirit" is a well known psychological phenomenon, and its 

meaning is that the spiritual force in the very depths of
Further,

The first order then is to create conditions 
which will permit the free evolution of the 
Spirit of the People. Accompanying this will 
be an inner transformation which will create a 
natural love of Zion... the necessary preparation 
for the concentration of the Jewish people in 
Zion is the concentration of the Spirit of the 
People about the "Love of Zion".-'-®

Ahad Ha-Am, in his time, could no longer accept such a

1 A permitted him to speak of God as the ideal of Ideals.

this spirit groups around Itself all the other components

of the soul and makes them subordinate to its own uses, and
20gives them its own characteristics.

„ ,, 21Paulhan,
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Center; for if "the Love of Zion" would strike root in

the hearts of all Jewish factions, they would come to

realize that a normal existence for Judaism is impossible

to its own bent and own potentiality.

Ahad Ha-Am was, however, faced with another problem.

If the first objective of the Spirit, Hibbath Zion, was to

be attained, and some sort of natural existence for the

Jewish people in its ancestral land was to be possible, what

further justification would there be for the Spiritual

Its purpose for existence was, it will be recalled,Center?

not to save Jews from the throes of antisemitism, but to

save Judaism from extinction. Ahad Ha-Am achieved this

justification for the future by making the attainment of

absolute justice, which is a universal value and is a

thoroughly Utopian goal, the aim towards which the Spiritual

Though the particularism of HibbathCenter was to strive.

Zion is logically inconsistent with the universal idea of

absolute justice, Ahad Ha-Am required both concepts for his

system: the one addressed to the needs of the present, the

other transcending the present to be the goal of the future.

C. THE PROPHETS, ABSOLUTE JUSTICE AND THE

SPIRIT OF JUDAISM

The concept of the development of the Spirit seconding

to its own laws implies that there was a beginning for the

until the Spirit has the opportunity to develop according
22
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Spirit in the historical past and that it has a built-in

dynamic which gives it direction. To know something of the

Spirit’s laws, we would have to find a period in which its

true essencs was revealed. By Ahad Ha-Am's own admission,

we have learned that since the destruction of the first

Temple the Spirit has been weakened in adjusting to the

environment of other National Spirits in the diaspora.

to learn what the true nature of the Hebrew SpiritHence,

we must go back to the pre-destruction era, to the Agewas,

.thad ha-Am chooses the prophetic periodof the Prophets.

because "absolute justice
23prophets and has since become the very basis of Jewish ethns.

to assume that there was no difference in this idea, let us

This loose way of dealingsay, between Amos and Nachum.

He again draws on Paulhan for the framework which he imposes

Paulhax. regards the human soul as aon ancient Judaism.

community containing many individual propensities; i.e.,

impressions, ideas, feelings, etc, Bach of these individual

qualities has a "life" of its own and tries to widen its

He never makes clear 'Which prophets other than Noses typify 

the idea of "absolute justice", and consequently we are led

with the past because of the "hypnos" that it exerts on the 
24present,makes of Ahad Ha-Am a Romantic, a description 

which he readily accents.?^ ,

In his essay "K'dJl ]nc" (1893), Ahad Ha-Am defines 

the basic role of the prophet and the prophetic community.

" was the ideal of the Hebrew
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These forces within the soul
are constantly at war with one another and are ever on

the alert to best a competing force.

monumental idea, who are analogous to the

their single image.

which seeks to drive the current of life in its own

exclusive direction.

Since

forced to compromise it with reality.

ancient days distinguished the prophet from the priest.

The prophet is the man of single purpose who strives to

make his truth accepted by the world about him. Since

I

Once the idea has achieved dominance, 

it is protected by those whose loyalty it has won.

these guardians want the primal idea to spread, they are

These twold/ays of 

doing service to an idea can be compared to that which in

sphere of influence, striving to set its own impress on 

the whole life of the soul.

equilibrium where the spiritual life takes a definite 

middle course from which it cannot be diverted; this is 

the "moral harmony" of which the Greek philosophers speak. 

The struggle of primal forces within the soul, Ahad Ha-Am 

principle of intellectual and social life.

There are men in society, particularly those who

accepts as a

And it is just through this action of the 
individual members of the spiritual 
community, with their mutual hatred and 
envy, that human life attains complexity^ 
and breadth, many-sidedness and variety.

In the course of time the soul may reach a point of

give birth to a

mighty forces in the soul which try to mold the soul in

They make their idea a ’’primal force"
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he is only concerned with what ought to be and not with

what can be, the prophet requires the priest to accomodate

In the process of accomodation, thehis idea to society.

idea loses its full force as the priests attempt to

harmonize it with "the complex harmony" which has resulted

from the inter-action of this idea with other societal

forces.

Although there are other nations which had their

prophets, it is pre-eminently among the ancient Hebrews

that this phenomenon is to be found. Ahad Ha-Am notes:

The Prophets, Ahad Ha-Am goes on to show, transcended

political and national boundaries through their teachings

of righteousness,

The Prophets, realizing that their vision for the

world was one to be realized "in the end of days", also

knew that this task could not .be done by scattered

...and preached the gospel of justice and 
charity for the whole human race.29

The living, Absolute Idea, which strove to 
make itself all-powerful and changed the 
external form of life while remaining 
itself unchanged - this elemental Idea has 
died and passed away together with the 
Prophets. Nothing remains but its effects 
- the superficial impress that it has been 
able to leave on the complex form of life, 
already outworn, that the Priests try to 
perpetuate, for the sake of the Prophetic 
impress that it bears.27

the Hebrew national spirit.
idea of the Hebrew Prophets was the universal 
dominion of absolute justice.28

Phrophecy is as it were the hall-mark of 
The fundamental
'as
28
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Ahad Ha-Am now reads into the propheticindividuals.

mentality the idea that a whole community was required

the bearer of the force of Righteousness throughoutas

history which would assume of its own volition the task of

defending this idea against all competing streams of

ideology in the world, asserting that it must dominate the

The prophet’s national ideal was notsoul of the world.

Lord were prophets".

No sooner has Ahad Ha-Am stated this thought, when

he finds it necessary to admit that the prophets, when they

saw the Idea adjusted to the social organism which was to

bear it,

Here Ahad Ha-Am is forced by his own

reasoning to concur with Paulhaiq's observation that a prophetic

community, although a great Ideal, can never become actualized

except through the mediation of priests who must temper it

Since this temperization tookto the needs of the times.

place before Israel’s dispersion, Ahad Ha-Am's contention

that its

This weaknessis quite weak.lose its

throughout Ahad Ha-Am's plea for the reconstitutionpersists

of the national center so that the prophet's mission could

adaptation by priests in the Diaspora made the Idea 

"pristine purity"33

They wished the whole people to be a primal 
force making for Righteousness, in the 
general life of humanity, just as they were 
themselves in its own particular national 
life.

"saw a kind of barrier between it 

the people".32

a "kingdom of Priests", but "would^all the people of the

, the Idea , and
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there be brought to fruition, and the Spirit of Judaism,
which is Prophetic Judaism, could again develop in accordance
with its own character in its natural setting.

D. RELIGION, THE CAPSULE FOR MORALITY

Despite the plentiful evidence in the Old Testament
that it was God who set the Prophet on his mission through
His Voice and visions, thereby charging him to preach his
doctrine of morality, Ahad Ha-^m chooses to follow another
line of explanation which clearly controverts biblical
evidence.

In an essay entitles
sets forth the hypothesis that it is an error to hold that
morality developed from religion. The case is that both
emerged independently of each other from man’s nature. It

at times for worse, as far as the evolution offor better,

It is the- constant unfolding ofmorality is concerned.

morality which transforms the concept of the deity in

The state of its perfection

(1898), Ahad Ha-Am had already asserted that the moral 
36

sense is present in all peoples.

is only after they have both evolved that they become 

intertwined and enter into each other’s provinces, at times

"'□IK'pn TDIDiT"

Rather than religion being the source of morality,
54 it is merely the capsule through which morality is preserved.

(1399), Ahad Ha-Am

religion, as well as the other religious dogmas which

concern themselves with human behavior, OOpRfif't! T/~aoS

In an essay published a year earlier ’oi’n’nnBl 21'n"
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depends upon the spiritual condition of the society under

discussion.

This moral sense par excellance is, however, the heritage

of the Hebrew spirit.

Ahad Ha-Am goes on to assert that the Greeks were also

possessed of a moral spirit but that their polytheistic

culture did not permit its full development. The moral

sense of Israel, in all its glory, was preserved by the
elevated monotheism of the prophets through which it was

The Hebrew Spirit, the guardian ofgreatest perfection.
Jewish history, was also the director of the moral sense

and fashioned it into the concept of absolute justice.

If one were to ask Ahad Ha-Am how so many diverse

kinds of natural instincts, senses, and spirits could all

co-exist simultaneously and in harmony with one another,

From the time that nationalism grew in 
strength among us, we have publicized the 
well knovm fact which Samuel David Luzzatto 
so diligently expounded: that the Hebrew 
moral sense is a thing in itself whose likeness 
is not to be found among the rest of the ancient 
cultured peg^les before it manifested itself 
in Judaism.

uniquely fashioned, and through which it reached its
39

The moral sense, for example, develops 
among different people in such diverse 
ways that at first glance it appears as if 
there were no relationship between peoples 
in this respect. A more penetrating look 
will discern that beneath the external 
phenomena in the life of two peoples there 
is a concealed universal force striving 
to reveal itself in keeping with the  
spiritual level of the people in general.
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he would answer us w.th Paulhan’s image of the soul in which

compatible and diverse tendencies are grouped shout the soul’s

primal force. As long as the dominant motifs of the Hebrew
soul are the National Spirit, the Spirit of Judaism, the Spirit
of Hebraism, and the Spirit of the People, Ahad Ha-Am appears
sure he will be understood.

Ina supplement to the famous essay
(1910) which argued that there could be no compromise between

Ahad Ha-Am further
maintains that Judaism cannot be lured out of its corner to
amalgamate its thought with that of the rest of the world.
Although we cannot scientifically discover what element in
Judaism’s spirit turned it from the course that other nations
pursued, we know that such an element is present. Every
authentic Jew feels that a basic difference between Judaism
and other religions exists. Ahad Ha-Am specifically says "feels’’
and not because this awareness is one of instinctual
cognition.

intellectual compromise with Christianity which will mean 
the end of its distinctiveness.^

"perceives"
If there are Jews who no longer experience such a 

unique feeling for Judaism, Ahad Ha-Am asks these elements to 
leave their religion without trying to force Judaism into an

the Suirit of Christianity which is altruism, and the Spirit 
of Judaism which is absolute justice,^
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E. SUPERMAN AND SUPE3NATICN

Ahad Ha-Am guards his conception of the distinctive

Jewish Spirit not only against intellectual encroachments

from without but from within as well. When the revolutionary

voice of Berdichewsky demanded "The Transvaluation of Values",

Ahad Ha-Am rose to the defense of tradition'. The Nietzschean

school of Jewish writers argued that the mistake of Judaism

the book over the sword.

32

These writers maintained that to restore the power of
self-perfection to the human type, we must revert back to
the idea of good as it appeared before Jewish morality
overthrew GreeK and Roman culture.

Ahad Ha-Am finds a moral strain in the Superman

Now therefore that rhe desire for a national 
rebirth has been aroused in us, it behooves 
us first of all to trans-valuate the moral 
values which are accepted among us at present; 
to overthrow, mercilessly and at a single blow, 
the historic edifice which our ancestors have 
left us, seeing that it is built upon this 
dangerously mistaken idea of the superiority 
of spirit over matter, and of the subordination, 
of the individual life to abstract moral laws.*'

"Good" is to be applied to the strong man 
who has both the power to expand and complete 
his life, and the will to master his world 
(Der wille zur Macht) without considering 
at all how much the great mob of inferior 
beings may lose in the process. Bor only 
he, the "Superman" (Ubermensch), is the fine 
flower and the goal of the human race; the 
rest were created only to subserve his end, 
to be the ladder on which he can climb up 
to his proper level.43

was the exaltation of the spiritual over the physical, of
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despite the anti-moral persuasions of the Nietzscheans.
The superman is not to be regarded "«s a sort of darling
child of nature".

Ahad ha-Ain has no argument nor "fault" to find with this

hypothesis even though it supervenes the old moral standard

which maintained that an act was to be judged moral or

What Ahad ria-Am takes exception to is the failure

of the writers to weed out the aryan element, the idea of the

"blond beast" in the Superman and replace it with the Hebraic

It is important to note that Ahad Ha-Am does notelement.

oppose the basic inequality of setting up two categories of

human beings of which one is to be used by the other; his

sole objection is that the Superman type has not been molded

in the Hebraic image and in accordance with the Hebraic

Ahad Ha-Am proceeds to rectify this shortcoming bySpirit.

separating the "aryan" from the "universal" elements in

Nietzsche’s thought. The racial type of the Superman does

not follow logically from the concept of the Superman; it is

No, what is honored in him is the human type, 
which in him progresses and approaches 
nearer to perfection. For this reason the 
development of his powers and the mastery of 
the world are not only a privilege for the 
world they are also a high and arduous duty, 
to which he must sacrifice his personal 
happiness as he sacrifices the happiness of 
others; for the sake of which he must be 
unsparing of himself as of others. "Deem ye 
that 1 take thought for my happiness?" says 
the Superman (Zarathustra); "it is for my 
work that I take thought."44

immoral through its effects on the welfare of the mass of 

men.45
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merely a matter of taste. Hence if Nietzsche’s taste had
been Hebraic, he might have made the Superman in accordance
with the Hebrew Spirit,

If Nietzsche can come to mean what Ahad Ha-Am said
he could mean, there is no need for a Jewish Nietzscheism.
This kind of Superman, one who has never been subordinate

always existed.
Hasidism has always played this role.

Ahad Ha-Am interpreted the philosophy of the Superman in

yet a far more significant way. The Superman had to serve

the national ideal in unmistakeable terms. This Ahad Ha-Am

accomplished by making use of the racial doctrine in the

of Judaism.service

to the masses of men, and who was an end in himself, has 
-r

The Zaddik in the Talmud, Midrash, and

Judaism has never based itself on mercy 
alone, and has never made its Superman 
subordinate to the masses of men, as though 
the whole aim and object of its existence 
were simply to increase happiness of the 
multitude... we know that far from his having 
been created for others, "the whole world was 
only created for his sake”.47

If we agree, then, that the Superman is the 
goal of all things, we must needs agree also 
that an essential condition of the attainment 
of this goal is the Supernation; that is to 
say, there must be a single nation, better 
adapted than other nations by virtue of its

... but would in that case have attributed 
to his Superman quite different characteristics - 
the expansion of moral power, the subjugation 
of the bestial instincts, the striving after 
truth and righteousness in thought and deed, the 
eternal warfare against flasehood and wickedness: 
in a word that moral ideal which Judaism has impressed upon us.46
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that it is universally accepted that Jews have a genius
He is, however, at a loss to explain howfor morality.

this happened, or in what manner this trait developed.
We do know that the Jewish people in earliest times
became conscious of this fact, and in accordance with
the spirit of the age, deduced that God must have chosen

Although the Prophets were the bearers
of absolute justice, it appears rather strange that Ahad
Ha-Am’s definition of this concept is drawn not from the
biblical text but from the teachings of Immanuel Kant.

inherent characteristics, to moral 
development and ordering its whole life 
in accordance with moral law which stands 
higher than the common type. This nation 
will then as the soil be essentially and 
supremely fitted to produce the fairest 
of all fruits - the Superman.-3

I IAhad Ha-Am appeals to the ad hominem argument

Absolute justice, "as a value in and of 
itself", is the final aspiration of the 
Superman. It is not for the masses. 
Justice means truthful action which implies 
the objectivity of man over all private 
inclinations and propensities to act out of 
utilitarian motives, whether for benefit to 
himself or for others. It is rather the 
treasuring of justice in itself as the highest 
ethical entity, even if this means incurring the 
displeasure of the masses. (Kant concerned 
himself with this problem.)50

Israel to be His peculiar nation, the bearer of morality 
49 to the world.
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F. Tr.H SuPx31TAi'lI0H ao UTOPIA

Vie began our discussion of the influence of the

Romantic Movement on Ahad ha-Am by noting that he required

could nevertheless be viewed from the vantage point of

history as being in process and subject to .evolution. Ahad

absolute justice as that essential quality.Ha-Am chose

located this quality in the prophetic period ofAlthough he

identified it as the basic characteristic of theJudaism and

Jewish Spirit, he proceeded to define absolute justice in

Although all nations have a moral sense,Kantian terms.
it is the Jewish nation which brought morality to consummate

The greatest exponents of this view, the-perfection.
Hebrew prophets, the moral Supermen, required the Jewish
community for the actualization of their ideal. Even though

theirs was a message which transcended national borders,

they were primarily interested in making Israel the embodiment

of their great Ideal. This is what is meant by "the

Ahad Ha-Am believed that if Israel

could once again live in this tradition it could become

Then the nations of the worldthe moral Supernation.

would '.'.-come to the "mountain of the Lord’s house", saying,

"Come let us walk in the light of the Lord."

This Utopian picture, not always consistent, nor

free of contradiction, is the great hope for the future of

The propagation of the Supernation which is toJudaism.

give birth to the moral Superman is the reason for the

Mission of Israel."

an essential quality whiclj while constant as an abstraction,
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continued existence of the Spiritual Center. While the

absolute justice as the goal for the future was the
justification for its continued existence.

To attempt an extended refutation of mhad Ha-Am's
mixture of romantic notions would be a fruitless task.
All his major historiographical concepts can neither be

His assumptions with regard to theproved nor disproved.
existence of a national instinct for survival, a National

the Spirit of Judaism, and the Spirit of the People,Spirit,

Ahad Ha-Am himself has toldare not
us that

Beginning with his very first essay,spiritual qualities.
Ahad Ea-Am maintained that his program

Ahad Ha-Am had no solution for the "plight of Jews".

What he attempted was to supply a messianic type of Judaism,

rooted in the intellectual currents of his time. Like

prophetic Judaism with its hope in "the end of days", he

attempted to soothe the pain of the present with the prospect

Because he attempted to invest hisof a glowing future.

ideas with the authority, of the past we call him a Romantic.

true "Love of Zion" was to be the spiritual impetus for 

the cTeation of the Center, the great abstract ideal of

logically verifiable.

these must be intuitively felt, that they are
51

... cannot prove the adequacy of its methods 
so conclusively as to compel reason to assent 
to the truth of its judgements. What is 
needed therefore is to make of the desire 
which is felt for its ideal an instrument 
for the strengthening of faith and the sharpening 
of resolution.52
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Of Romanticism Ahad Ha-Am says,

can

If the lack of romanticism is to be bemoaned in days of

beacon toward the future in times of darkness.

surfeit and plenty, how much more is it required as a

... it is the crown of life and the source 
of man’s superiority over the brute. They 
will also understand too, that this very 
anti-romantic doctrine has its attraction 
principally because of its romantic element - 
because it offers scope for devoted service 
in the cause of a distant ideal. But if 
there ever comes a day when that ideal is 
realized, and romanticism disappears entirely, 
then there will arise a new generation, which 
will curse that day for the hunger it has 
brought - a hunger not for bread, but for 
romanticism, for some ideal striving which 
once more give scope for exaltation, for 
sacrifice, and so fill the emptiness of a 
life of peace and plenty.53
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CENTER SIX

AHAD HA-A.JS VIEd OF NaTIONALIjH

A. NATIONALISM AS A ffRAGAEMJ.aD UNIVEISALISV

In the history of modern Jewish nationalism, Ahad Ha-Am

is considered as having made the first and foremost attempt

and with the

Though in our previous discussion

Nationalism was an omnipresent factor in Ahad Ha-Am’s

conception of Jewish history, we have yet to consider his

understanding of the nature of nationalism, and its relevance

to Judaism.

Ahad Ha-am notes that in his own day a battle was raging

between the •'nationalists1’ and the "universalists". Though

it appears that an unabridgeable abyss yawns between these

two positions, he is of the opinion that the whole dispute

is an unfortunate misunderstanding. In his own thought,

Ahad Ha-Am has concluded that these two ideologies are not

mutually contradictory. Universalism and nationalism must
be distinguished from one another as the whole is from its
component parts. Ahad Ha-Am maintains that in our thinking

process we abstract from a given set of phenomena that

which is common to all of them, and take cognizance only

at a theory of Jewish nationalism which sought to fuse
1

modern nationalism with traditional Zionism'
2 

whole of the Jewish past.
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of the essentially common elements. Hence only the "common

is noted and the varied forms of the particular tend

Universalism in its societal aspect isto be overlooked.

through which we recognizeanalogous to the

Nationalism is one of the componentsthe oneness of humanity.

of the ’’common core" of universalism and consequently helps

Since universalism, as the whole,to shape its definition.

is an abstraction of the many forms of nationalism which

compose it, it has no concrete reality.

Consequently, Ahad Ea-Am argues, we find since earliest

times two means through which social life can be improved.

The way of amelioration is through both universalism and

Universalism is exemplified in history by thenational ism.

writers who pierce through the national form into the depth

of the soul of humanity for their solution to the problems

These men who resort to power so that theyof their people.

might quickly repair the damage do so without penetrating

They do not seek the source of theinto the Spirit.

is reflected in the universal substrata.difficulty as it

that any repair to the external form withoutAhad Ha-Am holds

confrontation with the Spirit is at best makeshift and can

The men of action shouldbe maintained only through force.

be aware of the fact that the Spirit will not long be yoked

It is tha task of the writersto a form which is alien to it.

to begin from within to correct first those elements, moral

core"

It is the spiritual
3 

essence of which nationalism is the external form.

"common core"
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and social, which Ahad Ha-Am considers the universals.

These elements are the moral breakdown of the people, their

lack of unity and solidarity and the absence of strong

their stubborness, self love and the egotismsocial bonds,

of their leaders who lack logical thought.

The modern writers have forsaken the calling of

They exalted the new national form ofserving the Spirit.

the people but ignored the universal elements. Ahad Ha-Am

would reverse the process and attempt to create a Jewish

universal" directed Jews who wouldffsociety consisting of

not become enslaved to the new nationalist ideology but

orientation can evolve a new form.

(1892)This summary of the essay

focuses on Ahad Ha-Am’s attempt to make of nationalism a

fragmented universalism. Upon closer analysis we shall

find that his very conception of universalism in this context

is nothing more than a veiled Spiritual Zionism. The core

problems which Ahad Ha-Am describes as being universal are

the moral breakdown of the people, its lack of solidarity

and unity, the absence of strong social bonds, and the

Now these may very well be moralegotism of its leaders.

failings which can be perceived as existing in the Jewish

community of his time, but they are hardly universal in scope,

unless the term "universal", as Ahad Ha-Am uses it, connotes

something other than its usual definition. As commonly

would withstand the temptation until the old nationalist
- • 4 > f------------------ - - -

ms"
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word "universal", when applied to man, referred to that

nineteenth century, the word seems to mean that which is

only if we understand the term "universal" in this sense.
The failings of Jewish life exist because Jews lack the
social bonds and solidarity which are characteristic of
other national groups who have a full national existence.
The Jews have a national existence of a sort, but this is
promised upon older national forms which no longer can move

Ahad ha-Am nevertheless asks Jewsthe heart to allegiance.
tobthe old nationalist orientation until itto be loyal

The new form will undoubtedlya new form.will evolve

shortcomings of the people. That"universal"rectify the

supply the new national form becameAhad Ha-am attempted to

spiritual Center.apparent in our discussion of the It

appears that he was under the impression that Spiritual

Zionism, with its emphasis upon the National bpirit, was

to be the "universal" substrata upon which the new Jewish

nationalism of the future was to be built.

xihad Ha-nm’s censure of Jewish life takes on meaning
5

which was common to all men regardless of their nationality.
As Ahad Ha-Am uses the word in the lat?ir part of the

common to all nations.

understood, let us say in the eighteenth century, the
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"ni mo p'jp

national consciousness of the people.

by the
outright rejection and denial of assimilation. Though

many of these Jews were previously affiliated with the
Enlightenment movement, the national feeling still lived

As long as the external forces of emancipationwithin them.

Ahad Ha-Am defines the whole

assimilationist movement as a deception. The Gentile world

deceived the Jews into thinking that they were not a nation

and on that basis welcomed them into their fold. Jews also

nation and that they would achieve equal status in the

non-Jewish world if they would surrender their claim to

Jewish nationhood. Now, Ahad ha-Am maintains, the non-Jewish

world has changed its mind.

has pronounced the verdict that Jews are a nation. This

verdict has jarred the erroneous perspective of the
assimilationist Jews, and has dissolved their false psychology.

Although many Jews still rebel against the truth that

movement of the Jewish people which is motivated
6

Realizing that it has erred, it
8

B. THREE STEPS 117 TEE AWAiuSnl.Xr Cr J-iUIoE^liATlCNALIolI

In Ahad Ha-Am’s essay "nimo p^p" (1898), he 

cites three significant stages in the development of the

deceived themselves into thinking that they were not a

were encouraging their integration into the non-Jewish world, 

these Jews deluded themselves into thinking that such a 

process was possible.

The first stage is 

being achieved, for there is a real transformation of the 

Jewish soul taking place in both Eastern and Western Europe. 

There appears to be "a natural development" in the folk
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is being revealed in their hearts, Ahad Ha-Am notes that

distinctive Jewish nationality exists and that it will not

In the course ofavail them to conceal it any longer.

Because the diaspora cannot be eradicated, Jews

should work for the recognition of their national rights,

as

their dispersion.

overlapping in viewpoint between Ahad Ha-Am and Simon Dubnow

Ahad Ha-Am, however, pullsthis particular question.on

from Diaspora Nationalists in his assertion that-Jewishaway

nationality in the diaspora is only a waystation in the

The way of life thatof full national development.

Jews,

never be conducive to a natural natienal existence.

The third and last stage, which is yet to be realized,

There Jews willis the full national life in Palestine.

be free to develop their potentialities as a people free of

which is inevitable outside the "land of the fathers".

Ahad Ha-Am’s assertion that it was the non-Jewish

to the Jewish group, is reminiscent of a statement made by

Theodore Herzl.

time, the masses will follow in the foctstept of these elite 

and this will lead them to the second stage of national
9awareness.

process

by their very situation, must live in the non-Jewish

they have for their citizenship rights, in the lands of

10 There seems to be a great deal of

the elite of this group is coming to recognize that a

world, can

the dominating spirit of another nationality, a situation
11

world which insisted upon pinning the label of "nationality"
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National bpirit which exists a priori in tile heart of all

It is only a matter of time and circumstance untilJews.

this feeling forges its way into Jewish consciousness.

'The National Spirit, Ahad Ha-Am maintains, is the source

of Jewish existence.

Ahad ha-^-m, who attempted to devise the ideology to

which the suffering Jew of the late nineteenth century could

adhere, knew that the Jewish world, in the midst of its

suffering, needed a glowing goal, a vision of "the end of

days", when the Jewish nation would be reconstituted on its

own land and when it would be free to live an unhampered

Ahad ha-Am, like Mill and Renan, believed thatexistence.

there was a "national self" which was the fusion of the

The past was to take on a

lie are one people - our enemies have made 
us one in our despite, as repeatedly happens 
in our history. Distress binds us together, 
and, thus united, we suddenly discover our 
strength. Yes, we are strong enough to fora 
a state and a model state. We possess all 
human and material resources necessary for 
the purpose.12

Our hearts, however full of sorrow and pain, 
cannot be comforted through the knowledge of 
this factor alone. It seeks to know the 
purpose of our existence under such forbidding 
circumstances, i'o endure suffering and not 
scorn life is only possible when the sufferer 
is aware that he is suffering not only because 
he cannot die, but rather because he must live.^3

Ahad Ha-Am, unlike Herzl, adds the element of the Jewish

"According to the suffering shall be the
1 5 reward", Ahad Ha-Am concluded.

historic memories of the past with the hopes and desires of 

the future.-^
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new significance in the terms of the future. The idea of

the future must become an integral part of the national

Inis hope shall be the elixir of life for the people and

will nourish it until more favorable times make the

reconstruction of the nation possible.

Nationalism, for Ahad Ha-Am,

Universalism is the spiritualfragmented universalism.

substratum of which nationalism is the external form.

Since Ahad Ha-Am identified Spiritual Zionism with universalism,

it appears that he considered it the universal which underpinned

Since essentially Jewishthe Jewish nationalist form.

nationalism is a spiritual quality, which lives in the

every Jew, it could be reactivated.heart of For this

a goal impressed in the future was required. Thisprocess,

the Spiritual Center and the Jewish people livinggoal was

a full national existence in its own land. This, then, was

the formula which contained "the elixir of life" which Ahad

Ha-Am preferred as the solution to "the plight of Judaism"

for his generation.

self, "...though it be only in the form of a fanciful hope".16

is, as we have seen, a
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CHAPTER SEvEN

SOx.-g HISTORIC-GRAPHICAL PROBLEMS AS TREY PERTAIN TO

AH*D EA-aLPS CONCEPTION OF JEWISH HISTORY

(1904), Ahad Ha-amIn the essay

summarizes his views as they pertain to the nature of

The subject matter which he uses forhistorical truth.
illustrative purposes is the career and life of Moses.

Commenting on the general problem of using the

category of historical analysis, Ahad Ha-Am states that

it is "obvious" that the really great men of history, those

who have become real forces in the life of humanity, are

not "actual, concrete persons who existed in a certain age."

Those who attempt to view Moses as he actually was do not

understand the fact that every archeological truth is not

necessarily., an historical truth.

A. WHAT .IRE THE FACTS OF HISTORY?

"iWO"

"great man"

Historical truth is that and that alone 
which reveals the forces that go to mould 
the social life of mankind. Every man who

There is not a single great man in history 
of whom the popular fancy has not drawn a 
picture entirely different from the actual 
man; and it is this imaginary conception, 
created by the masses to suit their needs 
and their inclinations, that is the real 
great man, exerting an influence which in 
some cases abides for thousands of years - 
this, and not the concrete original, who 
lived a short space in the actual world, and 
was never seen by the masses in his true 
likeness.1

as a
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Through this formulation of the nature of historical

truth, Ahad ha-Am has in fact negated the value of objective

That body of material which he callsdata of the past.

"archeological truth", he has sharply separated from

"historical truth". By defining "historical truth" as that

which molds history, Ahad Ea-Am has revealed his entire

method of dealing with the events of the past. If bare

facts do not create our synthesis of history, and determine

what our conclusions are to be, then it is clear that the

facts of the past can take on meaning only if a philosophy

No historian approachesof history is imposed upon them.

the past without some a priori hypothesis, This is quite

different from foisting an outlook on the data of the past

which comes , wholly from without and is not necessarily

derived from the facts themselves. Ahad Ha-Arn states this

position in its most extreme form when he comments that

it matters not all to him when some historians prove,

"by the most convincing evidence", that some national hero

Only the picture of the hero in the mindnever existed.

leaves a perceptible mark on that life, 
though he may be a purely imaginary 
figure, is a real historical force; his 
existence is an historical truth. And 
on the other hand, every man who has left 
no impress on the general course of life, 
be his concrete existence at a particular 
time never so indisputable, is only one of 
the million: and the truth contained in the 
statement that such an one existed is merely 
a literal truth, which makes absolutely no 
difference, and is therefore in the historic 
sense no truth at all.2
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of the people really matters:

Ahad

Ha-Am is not all concerned what the implications might be
if it was proven that Moses had no historical reality.
The questions that historians would ask: how and under
what circumstances did this myth then arise? Who created

it and what purpose did it serve? - all such questions

would be totally irrelevant for him. They would not

change our conception of history in any real sense.

... real history has no concern with so-and-so 
who is dead, and who was never seen in that 
form by the nation at large, but only by 
antiouarians; its concern is only with the 
living hero, whose image is graven in the 
hearts of mgn, who has become a force in 
human life.0

I care not whether this man Moses really existed; 
whether his life and his activity really 
corresponded to our traditional account of him; 
whether he really was the saviour of Israel and 
gave his people the Law in the form that it is 
preserved among us; and so forth. I have one 
short and simple answer for all these conundrums. 
This idoses, I say, this man of old time, whose 
existence and character you are trying to 
elucidate, matters to nobody but scholars like 
you. Vie have another Hoses of our own, whose 
image has been enshrined in the hearts of the 
Jewish people for generations, and whose influence 
on our national life has never ceased from ancient 
times till the present day. The existence of 
this Moses, as a historical fact, depends in no 
way on your investigations. For even if you 
succeeded in demonstrating conclusively that the 
man Moses never existed, or that he was not such 
a man as we supposed, you would not thereby 
detract one jot from the historical reality of 
the ideal Moses - the Moses who has been our 
leader not only for forty years in the wilderness

If scholars should conclude, for example, that Moses 

never lived, it would really be of no consequence.
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The creator certainly does create in his own image.

Perhaps this particular method of analysis will shed some

light on Ahad Ha-Am’s understanding and use of Loses.

If our understanding of this great hero of the Jewish past

is not bound by

legend, fable, and fancy, then indeed we can create any image

What was Ahad Ha-Am’s image ofof Moses that we choose.

Onblose inspection we shall find that it varies

Ahad

Ea-Am denies that Loses was a military hero; though he

admits that Hoses was on the battlefield against Amalek.

Moses was merely an interested observer who helped the

matters•

Ea-Am holds, legislates only for his own time and not for

the future.

For Ahad Ha-Am, Moses is the prophet par exellance,‘s'ne

Moses? r 
with both the biblical and the traditional account.

of oinai, but for thousands of years in all the 
wildernesses in which we have wandered since the 
.exodus.

And it is not only the existence of this 
Moses that is clear and indisputable to me. 
His character is equally plain, and is not liable 
to be altered by any archeological discovery. 
This ideal - I reason - has been created in the 
spirit of the Jewish people; and the creator 
creates in his own image.*

Israelites through his moral strength. Was he a statesman?
X , !>

Again the answer is fiiOj because xaoses was an inept politician 

who had to depend on Aaron for guidance in such mundane

has of him, was not a lawgiver, because a lawgiver, Ahad

"archeological fact" but by tradition,

Loses, unlike the common image that tradition
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archetype of Hebrew phophecy. 'i'he characteristics of the

prophet are extremism and truth-telling. He knows no

compromise with the desire for absolute righteousness

But as the prophet will not yieldthat burns within him.

to the world, so the world will not yield to him. His

between the prophetic teachings and the people. These

priests of* the prophetic word

Aaron performed this role of mediator in the time

He translated the eternal prophetic word intoof looses.

Israel, freed, wanders in thethe historic framework.

wilderness and comes to oinai. Ahad Ha-Am has the prophet

reveal the grandeur of God to the people. Though the

biblical account has all the people participate in the

theophany, Ahad ha-am has Moses telling the people about

earth and over all nations.

to find this particular God concept expressed in the Hxodus

Ahad Ha-aiq, after the theophany, has Hosesnarrative.

repair to the top of the mountain to complete the law in

When he descends and sees the people worshipingsolitude.

transmit his influence through devious ways, 
adapting their methods to the needs of the 
particular time, and not insisting that 
the message snail descend to the workaday 
world in all its pristine purity.b

a new kind of God, a God who is the ruler of the whole 
one.

Of ccurse,'would be hard put

who do not believe in extremism and are the mediators

5

teachings are made the heritage of society by lesser men,
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the gods which the priests, the men of the hour, have made

the people, the tablets of the Lawto appease from

The prophet, realizing how impossible the taskhis hands.

this rabble into a chosen people is, "no longerof molding

What is required is educationbelieves in revolution".

to prepare the people for

The terminology used by Ah»d ha-Am in this particular

is v/orth mentioning and is particularly attractive

biblical account in termsbecause he remolds so much of the

of Ins own imagination.

Ahad Ha-Am resumes the narrative of noses with the

wilderness wandering in which the prophet teaches and hopes

that his goals shall be realized at some point in the future.

He tears from his heart the hope that he shall live to see

This, the heroism of thehis people’s mission fulfilled.

Superman, was the greatness of Moses. Another man leads

This is the way it must be, forthe people to its destiny.

the prophet could not stand to see his lofty idealism

The prophetcompromised with reality.
t»9land before him but he shall not go thither. The greatness

of the prophet was his vision of a glorious national future.

This hope is emblazoned in the Prayerbook and has kept the

"fall"

paragraph is that which he constantly uses to refer to the 

methods and program of Spiritual Zionism. The interesting

"... shall see the

hypothesis, that Ahad Ha--un saw himself in the guise of 

8 iVxO s e s j

and training, "slow sure steps"
7 

its great destiny.
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Jewish slu! alive in the midst of horrible oppression.

Ahad Ha-Am proceeds to maKe a remarkable reflection, one

which tends to substantiate our contention that he saw no

hope in the present for the alleviation of the misery that

Jews were then exercising.

Ahad Ha-Am admits to us that the past has no other purpose

but to supply aspirations for the future. If this is our
basic frame of reference, then facts per se have no value
except as they further this goal. If the "archeological
truths" of history deny the practicability of these goals,

fl truths" must be declared as useless.then these Hope,

not truth, is the lesson that Ahad Ha-Am wishes to derive

from Jewish history for the beleaguered generation of his

Hard, cruel, omnipresent reality was the crucibletime.

in which Ahad Ha-Am compounded his views of Jewish history.

B. PERIODIZATION Of GENERAL CULTURE

Like Auguste Comte, Ahad Ha-Am conceived of the

evolution of culture in terms of a three stage development.

Israel has never lived in the present. The 
present, with its evil and its wickedness, 
has always filled us with anguish, indignation 
and bitterness. But just as constantly as we 
have been inspired with brilliant hopes for 
the future, and an ineradicable faith in the 
coming of good and right; and for these hopes 
and faith we have always sought and found 
support in the history of our past whereon 
imagination has brooded, weaving all manner of 
fair dreams, so as to make the past a kind of 
mirror of the future.
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Though there is no direct reference to Comte in the essays

conversant with this French exponent of Positivism.

in the Introduction to his Positive Philosophy,Comte,

outlines his thesis: that from a study of the development

of human intelligence in all of its manifestations, a great

fundamental law can be discerned.

solid foundation of proof both in the facts of our organization

and in our historical experience" states:

The human mind in its progress employs these three

systems of conceptions on the aggregate of phenomena".

Each of these systems includes the others. The first is the

"necessary point of departure of the human understanding, the

The second is merely

immediate action of supernatural beings.15

Ahad ha-Am, in his discussion of primitive society,

expresses a view which closely eorresponds to that of Comte.

He pictures early man as wandering, about in search of food

and secondary literature that Ahad fia-Am was
12

In the theological stage, the human mind 
seeking the essential nature of beings, the 
first and final causes (the origin and purpose) 
of all effects - in short, Absolute knowledge - 
supposes all phenomena to be produced by the

"general

This law which "has a

-that each of our leading conceptions - 
each branch of our knowledge passes successively 
through three different theoretical conditions: 
the Theological or fictitious; the metaphysical 
or abstract; and the scientific or positive.13

third is its fixed and definite state, 

a state of transition.

where this type of analysis is pursued, we know from the 

Memoirs'll
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harshness. man seeks protection from the cruel world about

him by creating the idea that all natural phenomena are

governed by gods who can be appeased through word and sacrifice.

Ahad Ha~Am adds to this notion the idea that at a subsequent

time within this early period, these gods were augmented

by family deities which later, as the family grew into

Consequently,national units, developed into national deities.

polytheism which was both natural and national. Another

characteristic in the consciousness of the human race in

this first period was that man's life was directed by his

undue cerebration to his world.

Comte's second stage:

Ahad ha-Am pictures this stage as one in which society develops

Because of the complexity of life,and grows more complex.

the more intelligent of the people begin to do some sober

natural impulses, making him reset spontaneously and without
18

from the very outset, Ahad Ea-Am conceives of a double
17

Thus all the common phenomena of nature became 
gods, in more or less close contact with human 
life and happiness; the earth became as full of 
deities as nature of good things and evil.16

and shelter, a prey to the world of nature in all of its

In the metaphysical state, which is only a 
modification of the first, the mind supposes, 
instead of supernatural beings, abstract forces, 
veritable entities (that is personified 
abstractions) inherent in all beings, and capable 
of producing all phenomena, what is called the 
explanation of phenomena is, in this stage, a 
mere reference of each to its proper entity.’
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reflection.

new views of nature and

One view, developing from Imagination,life are produced.

leaves the bounds of Reason and constructs mental worlds

for which the present is merely the ante-chamber for the

Reality, which is too harsh to deal with,world to come.

is left behind for the fanciful life which soaring Imagination

Those, however, who are bound to Reason, create acreates.

Man is conceived of as possessingphilosophical view of life.

pure Reason; human happiness is viewed as contemplation;

and life is regarded as valuable only if it is crowned by

The basic framework from which boththe pursuit of wisdom.

The epitome of

the attempt to convert the early theological beliefs into

a philosophic system within Judaism was that of Moses

Whereas Maimonides’ predecessors held JudaismMaimonides.

Comte’s Third Stage:

"the simple dreams of childhood no longer 

satisfy developed intellects";20

In the final, positive stage, the mind has 
given over the vain search aftex* Absolute 
notions, the origin and destination of the 
universe, and the causes of phenomena, and 
applies' itself to the study of their laws - 
that is, their invariable relations of 
succession and resemblance. Reasoning and 
observations, duly combined are the means of 
this knowledge. what we now mean when we 
speak of an explanation of facts is simply

Reason and Imagination emerge is the realization by man of
21 the complexity and seeming vanity of life.

secure because it was beyond reason, kaimonides argued that
22Judaism has value because it iss reason.
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Ahad Ha-am recognized himself as living in this last positive

stage. The entire orientation toward orthodoxy which he

evidences, and his attitude toward religion in general,

reveal that he had given up the "vain search for absolute

notions'* in this area. His attempt to view useful areas of

Jewish history, such as prophecy in naturalist terms, by

reveal to

what extent Ahad Ha-Am was under the influence of the

Ahad Ha-Am believed that his secularizedpositivist school.
Spiritual Zionism and the Eovevey Zion movement was a

positive system,

By attempting to make Zionism "scientific", or at least

compatible with the scientific spirit, Ahad Ha-Am hoped to

win the Jewish intellectual to his system.

0. PERIODIZATION OF JEWISH HISTORY

Ahad Ha-Am attempted to periodize Jewish history into

three main sections which were to correspond to the three

fold development of general culture. We find, however,

that his three division's of the Jewish past are national

in character, corresponding to the political fortunes of

the establishment of a connection between 
single phenomena and some general facts, the 
number of which continually diminishes with 
the progress of science.

"capable of restoring equilibrium between
25 the old and the new by clothing both in a single new form".

denying the real existence of God, and in effect making the 

prophets messengers without a divine sender,
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Israel and Judah. The first period, when the Jewish

nation was full of vigor and "when its will-to-live was

It was a time when Judaism had not yet turned heavenward

for its salvation and there was a strong social feeling

in the individual which recognized that he was a member

of a deathless group.

The national hope with its great vision of the future

was smashed by the great empires which used Israel as a

stepping stone in their conquests in that part of the world.

This period embraces the long span from Judah's spoliation

This secondby Babylonia to the dawn of the Zionist idea.

period of the exile of the Jewish people, which was

interrupted only by a short span of Hasmonean rule, broke

The national hopes of an earlierthe national spirit.

time were recast into supernatural molds.

x'lien, after the destruction of the First Temple, the loyalty

when the individual-thus values the community 
as his own life, and strives after its happiness 
as though it were his individual well-being, he 
finds satisfaction, and no longer feels so keenly 
the bitterness of his individual existence, 
because he sees the end for which he lives and 
suffers. But this can only be so when the life 
of the community has an end of such importance 
as to outweigh in the judgement of the individual, 
all possible hardships.^7

healthy and natural,"

The nation soon became enslaved to this spiritual 
disease which was an inevitable outcome of its 
condition and history.

was the time when prophecy, with its 

bright hope for the national future, reigned in the land.26
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to the national group was weakened, a rampant individualism

arose which has since then been part of Jewish life. The

welfare of the individual, his reward and punishment,

became the preoccupation of religious thought. His happiness

and desire for reward for his righteousness came to

supplant the striving for the welfare of the corporate

body.

This state of affairs Ahad Ha-am considered deplorable .

To prevent the decline of Judaism, the group will to survive

had to be revived.
The third period of

The national life was there to beSpiritual Center.
Thisreconstituted and the old group feeling restored.

new era,

was

its own land.

The stratification of the Jewish past into these

hypothesis.

with its great hopes for the redemption of Jew 

to complete the prophetic vision

three layers was the result of a nationalist a priori

We see no attempt to recognize, for example,

Thus the national ideal was completely changed. 
No longer is patriotism a pure, unselfish 
devotion; no longer is the common good the 
highest of all aims, overiding the personal 
aims of each individual. On the contrary; 
henceforward the sumsium bonum is for each 
individual his well being, in time or in 
eternity, and the individual cares about the 
common good only in^go far &s he himself 
participates in it.

and greater humanity, 

which was redely interrupted by the exile of Israel from

The birth of Zionism sounded the clarion
30 call for such national revival.

Jewish history was to begin with the establishment of the
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the fact that there were periods of Renaissance in the

Diaspora, in which great contributions to Judaism were

made. The Gaonic Period, the Golden Age of Spain, and the

Crusades were all one whole cloth called Diaspora. The

true spirit of Judaism ceased with the destruction of the

Temple, and all creativity of the Jewish soul thereafter

was the result of compromise with Galuth.

D. A BRIEF STATrl.lElIT ON CaUoE aND EFFECT'; ON CHANGE'

In an explanatory note in one of his last essays,

(1912), Ahad Ea-Am opined on the nature of cause-JD"

He maintained that there must be come "naturaland effect.

connection" between cause and effect, "between an object

One -musttfand the means by which its attainment is sought.

also be able to demonstrate how a given object is to be

jo long asattained through the means which are chosen.

the means cannot be logically demonstrated to lead to the

result, one cannot formulate a systematic plan for the

One can, in such a case, speakrealization of the goal.

another and all of them with an object.

Commenting on the Balfour Declaration, which had

shout that a miracle has taken place.

come about unexpectedly, Ahad Ha-Am decries those who

Those who have

'"?on

of a cherished hope but not of a plan of action.

For every systematic plan of work must be based 
con a clear conception (whether intellectual or 
imaginative) of the chain of cause and effect 
which connects various activities with gje
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5
That one can merrily continue to construct one’s

own world without regard to realities, Ahad Ha-^m holds

to be a mistake. "A mistake which succeeds is nontheless

a mistake." Similarly, a plan of work which turns its

back on the real world and relies on the possibility that

something out of the ordinary may happen "is a mistaken

plan, even if for once it succeeds."

Ahad HaeAm appears to be a determinist who reserves

himself the right to be an indeterminist. If the element

of chance is admitted as the exception to a determist

mode of thought, then there is no logical necessity with

Consequently, Ahadregard to every effect having a cause.

Ha-Am falls prey, though to a lesser degree, to the same

type of thinking he so strongly criticizes.

II

which create change and permanency in society.

maintains that under the smooth veneer of peace and

always waited for miracles to deliver them, rather than 

following a logical plan of procedure, now claim that if

____________f /

(1891),

a miracle has come to pass once, it certainly can happen 

again.

And if it goes on banking on the element of 
chance which does in fact interfere ocoassionally 
with the normal course of events and act 
accordingly, it will end in disaster despite 
its initial success. 2

E. CHANGE AND PERMANENCY/

In the essay ai'nn ruinin'?"

Ahad Ha-Am presents his thesis with regard to those factors

Ahad Ha-Am
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placidity in the natural and social worlds, an incessant

struggle for existence is taking place. In the arena of

society, different ideas do battle with one another to

become the chief trends of human thought. It is only after

the sum total of all changes resulting from this struggle

has become considerable, that we recognize that what we call
fl change” has taken place.

The character of change depends upon the nature of

the new system of thought which emerged victorious from

the battle of ideas. Changes vary to the extent that they

Ahad Ha-xim

explains this process as follows:

This happenscannot help including some negative element.

because it cannot help but touch and overlap the existing

A wholly new system may not destroysystem in some area.

at one fell stroke the essential core of the older ideology,

A. new positive system comes into existence 
when the process of continuous development 
produces in the minds of a select few some 
new positive concept. This may either be 
a belief in some new truth not hitherto 
felt by society; generally the two go together. 
This new conception, in accordance with a 
well-known psychological law, gives rise to 
other conceptions of a like nature, all of 
which tend to strengthen one another, and 
become knit together, till at last they form 
a complete system. The center-point of the 
system is the new positive principle; feelings, 
impulses, needs, and so forth, which depend 
on it and derive their unity from it.od

a wholly positive system in terms of its origin

are the result of "wholly positive", "wholly negative" or 

"partly positive and partly negative" systems.
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but it will weaken it in some respect. When the new

A

battle to the finish The adherents of theensues.

established ideology accuse the fomentors of the new system

of revolutionary aspirations in that they appear to want to

overthrow the existing structure. The followers of the

positive system deny such aspirations and protest that they

merely wish to add a new truth to the culture of mankind.

In their eagerness, the positivists overlook the negative

elements which must follow from their system once it holds

When the opposition points out the negative elementssway.

which will flow from the new ideology, the positivists

deny the validity of such reasoning and will attempt to

The opposition,conceal the points made by the opposition.

recognizing the danger that the new system poses, will try

to pluck it up while it is still in its infancy. Because

conditions are ripe, the new ideology will find its place

in society.

Permanency is thus achieved until a new positive system

makes its presence felt and tries to penetrate society.

Ahad Ha-Am ignores economic, political and social factors

system is put into practice, it arouses the opposition of 

tnose who are dedicated to the old ideas and forms.

...gradually the two systems, the new and the 
old, lose some of their more sharply opposed 
characteristics, share the forces of society 
between them in proportion to their relative 
strength, and ultimately come to terms to 
live in peace.34
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in his concept of change. The ideas which are to impinge

themselves on society are wholly psychological in nature.

It appears that Ahad ha-Am considered the intangible v/orld

of ideas, thoughts, feelings, etc. as the basic substratum

in man and hence in society.

In

the Middle Ages philosophy penetrated Jewish thinking

because this positive idea came to birth in a few gifted

minds. These minds needed to understand natural phenomena

and the world which surrounded them. The means they chose

the framework of Arabic philosophy. There was greatwas

opposition by the rabbis to this new system of thought .

which resulted in its diffusion. The rabbis were adherents

of an older positive ideology Which had at its center

Jewish Law and religious observance. In time, a compromise

worked out between these two systems which resulted inwas

a

Hassidism is another example of a positive system.

Its ideology consisted of the need for "spiritual exaltation"

and the belief in its attainment through the joyful service

of God and the performance of duty. as the new system

spread, it was attacked by the Talmudists, In time a

Talmud and the Talmudists adopting Hassidism.

"rationalized faith"

Ahad fia-Am gives some interesting examples from 

Jewish history to illustrate his concept of change.

reconciliation took place which resulted in Hassidim studying
36

on the one hand, and "religious
35 philosophy" on the other.
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The continuous precess of development which gives

birth to new positive elements also proceeds to destroy

the older positive systems. In the battle for survival the

negative elements group themselves about a fundamental and

"universal" negative which becomes the center-point. This

is the way sects are born, an example of which are the

The tragedy of sects,

as parties of negation, lies in their self-separation

from the new positive stream which eventually results in

their death.

clash of the old and the Embedded in the old, theynew.

cannot fully shed its garments though they see value in the

new.

in our language, the conservatives.or,

c V -

Society, Ahad Ha-am contends, needs a third system

which is to be the intermediate between the radical new and

He argues for a synthesis which will appealthe fading old.

to the conservative elements who are trying to straddle two

The Jewish world, as far as Ahad Ha-Am wasworld views.

concerned, also needed a middle of the road position which

would embrace the cautious conservatives who, while

They stand and wait... until some new positive 
belief comes their way, capable of filling up 
this void, and of becoming a new centered for all 
those feelings, impulses, and so forth, hitherto 
centered on the old positive concept which they 
wish to destroy.39

There are, however, many men who are caught in the

Ahad Ha-Am calls these "the moderates of the parties 

of negation"3®

Karaites who felt a "burning hatred for the Talmud, and a 

boundless love for the Bible".
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discontented with the status quo, were not ready to kick

over all traces of tradition. The new ideology in the Jewish

world, the dynamic positive force, was Haskalah, whose

The forces of negation for Ahadrights for Jews in Europe.

the orthodox group who opposed the haskalahHa-Am are not

.endelssohn, "overthrew the strongholdfrom the time of iloses

of the nation".

ranks of the Haskalah and were suspended in limbo.

not

it reverence.

Ahad

The old positive

system is the thesis.

The result of theout of the old becomes the antithesis.

clash between thesis and antithesis creates the new synthesis

which for a time remains stable until the negative elements

inherent within it make for its dissolution, to start the

Ahad Ha-Am pictured his time as one atcycle of change anew.

of change follows Hegel’s dialectic pattern.

The new positive system which develops

Lany disgruntled conservatives left the

These

program was based on the need for achieving equal citizenship
40

a group within the Enlightenment who, dating

elements can be saved by an ideology which in spirit is 

essentially the same as the Enlightenment, but which, while

accepting the past as an authority, nevertheless renders

This movement which grew up in Eastern Europe

is alluded to by Ahad Ea-Am, though not explicitly named.

It is so well known, that he feels no need to name it.

Ha-Am can only refer to Eibbath Zion which in its most rarified 
41form was none other than Spiritual Zionism.

It is of interest to note that Ahad Ha-Am’s concept

movement, but
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ttthe crossroads"; that is, one in which the old thesis was

thoroughly being challenged by the new ideology but from

which a workable synthesis had not yet emerged.

42

Distrustful of revolution, hethe conservative pattern.

adhered to the notion that all sound development must be

Change had to be paced so that ancientslow and unhurried.

Ahad ha-^m shifts his ground,forms could take their place.

in terms of the analysis of change, to agree with the French

Tarde, who had an additive view of

as social change was the result of individual action.

The process of the diffusion of such an ideamass base.

lies in the dynamic of Imitation.

45

Ah Ad Hfi-Am maintains that such a center was existent

Whereas that which welded together thein every society.

Ahad iia-Am’s notion was that a positive idea originates in 

the minds of a few gifted men, then spreading to the broad

society, believed that the source of social order as well
44

If society is to be moulded into a single 
form, there must be some center towards which 
all the forces of Imitation are attracted, 
directly or indirectly, and thus become the 
single or chief object of universal imitation.

... society needs some third system, intermediate 
between the other two, which shall stand in 
between the new and the old, uprooting from the 
new that which needs uprooting, and restoring to 
the old that which has been uprooted in ignorance.

Ahad Ha-Am, in seeking the middle course, followed

thinker Gabriel Tarde, "that all history is but the fruit 

of Imitation"...43

many elements in early society was basically a "physical
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force",

character". Ahad Ha-am distinguishes between Imitation

and Assimilation. Through Imitation, the individual or
i community attempts to internalize a culture or idea from

outside itself, without surrendering its individuality to

wholly engulfed by that culture and its spirit.

Commenting on his own time, ahad ha-am senses a

There is a desire tostrong movement toward Assimilation.

dissolve the bonds which have kept the Jewish people an

There are those who "wish toentity throughout its exile.

From this situation Ahad Ha-Am

He writes:seeks deliverance.

this danger.

Ahad Ha-xon uses all his erudition in discussing the nature

of change and stability to drive home the central hypothesis

of his solution to the plight of Judaism: the Spiritual Center.

in the modern period this force may be of a "spiritual 
46

the dominant culture and is accompanied by the desire to be
47

...there is one escape - and one only - from 
Just as in the stage of growth 

the members of the community are welded into 
a single whole despite their different 
individual characteristics, through the agency 
of one central individual; so also in the 
stage of dissipation tne different sections of 
the people can be welded together, in spite 
of their different local characteristics, 
through the agency of a local center which will 
possess a strong attraction for them... touch a 
center will claim a certain allegiance from 
each scattered section of the people. Each 
section will develop its own individuality 
along lines determined by Imitation of its own 
surroundings; .but will find in this center a 
purifying fire and a connecting link.49

emancipate the community by means of complete assimilation
- 43 with a foreign body".
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Because Ahad Ha-Am was interested in this problem above all

others, history, psychology, and sociology were merely the

bricks for his theoretical edifice. Ahad ha-am was a

skilled apologist and a journalist of note. he never

claimed nor deserved the mantle of philosopher.

F. THE RCLB CF TEE ELITE AS CREATORS OF'HISTORY

It has been our thesis that Ahad Ha-Am saw no way

out of the objective material conditions which harrassed

The external forces whichthe Jewish life of his time.

overwhelmed the Jewish world could not be coped with in any

For this reason, Ahad Ha-Am was not willingrealistic sense.
to commit himself to a thoroughgoing deteruienism which would

Therehave brought this point home in unmistakeable terms.

had to be a way whereby an exit could be hewn through the

maze of reality which unambiguously declared that there was

Ahad Ha-Am ostensibly created a way out - not

Throughout his essaysbut for the elite.for the masses

distinctive role is assigned to the elect of history. Thea

Superman, who is the prophet, sets forth his idea of morality
The priest, a man of lesser stature,as

dedicates himself to the prophet's teaching. He is still

distinct from the mass of men who are incapable of creating

such an idea or defe.iding it against its enemies. The

their loyalties and uoon whom idealists cannot depend.

"no exit".

a "primal force".

masses are merely ideological followers who are fickle in
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Though one cannot reduce all the content of history

to the creativity of prophet, priest, or hero, yet these

are the personages who found the strength in times of

turmoil to support some tottering structure or who, when

gave birth to a new concept.the world was in darkness,

By this Ahad Ha-am means to say that the

hero is not a capricious historical phenomenon who operates

as if no historical context existed. He does work through

the conditions which gave him birth, but he is not bound

by them. he is the originator of some "positive system".

circumstance.

For Ahad Ha-aan there were basically two classes of

men in the Jewish world: the elite and the masses. For

this distinction, he seems to have had as his prototype

Maimonides’ conception of the role of humanity and its

relationship to "the perfect being".. It is always difficult

to state precisely the influence that a thinker has had

upon an individual to whom great indebtedness is expressed.

If such expression has any significance at all, we must take

Maimonides one of the great intellectual guides in his life.

In the

a.had ria-.am notes that one ought not, for example, to 

attribute to the hero the qualities of master builder or

or "positive idea" which transcends his immediate time-place

heed of it in the above connection; for Ahad Ha-Am considered

51

master destroyer without taking other circumstances into
. , . . 50consideration.

essay "*?nwn. j ic'jw" (1904), Ahad Ha-Am analyzes
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maiinonides* notion of humanity. 1'he human race consists

Of two species: ihe

second species does not initially come into existence as

an independent species but is produced out of the first.

This development, however, is a lengthy and difficult one

so that only a few men, sometimes "one in a generation”

are able to make this transition. The question arises as

Since

everything in nature has a purpose, we must assume

...that nature in her progress towards the 
production of the most perfect being, has 
formed all other things for the benefit of 
that most perfect being, whether food or 
"for his advantage otherwise than by food", 
in such a way that the sum-total of things 
in the inferior world is not merely a ladder 
by which to ascend to the production of man, 
but also a means to secure the permanence of 
man when once he has been produced.52

In the human sphere there must be a similar analogy.

"potential man" and "actual man".

to what is the purpose of the existence of the great mass

of men "who cannot picture the Idea in their souls".

"Potential man", like other earthly things, 
exist without a doubt for the benefit of "the 
most perfect being, of actual man". In conformity 
with this view hiaimonides lays it down that 
"these men exist for two reasons. First to serve 
the one man (the ‘perfect'): for man has many 
wants, and Methuselah’s life was not long to 
learn all the crafts whereof a man has absolute 
need for his living: and when should he find leisure, Io 
learn and acquire wisdom? The rest of mankind, 
therefore, exists to set right those things that 
are necessary to them in the commonwealth, to 
the end that the Wise Lian may find his needs 
provided for and that his wisdom may spread. 
.And secondly, the man without wisdom exists 
because the Wise are very few, and therefore 
the masses were created to make a society for
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Ahad Ha-am, explaining Maimonide's intent,

recognizes that the majority of mankind exists for a

different purpose than does the minority. He keenly

observes that the majority does not exist for its own

purpose; rather is its task to create the conditions

which make the production of the most perfect being

Recoiling from the implications of this view,possible.

Ahad Ha-Am attempts to make Maimonides into a social

philosopher by arguing that this role of the majority

is really a social one.

54the

Ahad Ha-Am is really not able to soften Maimonide’s views

in the modifications that Ahad Ha-Am would make,

the mass of men still exist for the select few; the moral

standard would therefore be determined by the few to suit

The welfare of society undertheir own particular needs.

such a system would actually mean the welfare of the few

and their freedom to pursue "wisdom".

the Wise, that they be not lonely.

a11 that helps toward the perfection of society 
in the manner required for the fulfillment of its 
function is morally good; all that retards this 
development is morally evil. This moral criterion 
is binding for the minority and majority alike. 
The majority, whose existence has no purpose beyond 
their participation in the work of society, can 
obviously have no other moral criterion than the 
social. But even the minority, though they are 
capable of attaining the supreme end, and have 
therefore an individualistic moral criterion, are 
none the less bound to subordinate themselves to 

social criterion where the two are in conflict.

since even
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(1390), we see how

.ihad Ha-Am utilizes the notion of a divided humanity in

de shall detect an elite

priesthood on the one hand and the masses on the other.

Ahad Ha-Am reasons that every idea, whether it be religious,

moral, or social, cannot exist without a coterie of priests

who will dedicate their lives to it, working for its

realization with all their might and guarding it from any

mishap. In time of crisis, they will lay down their lives

in its behalf. The masses, however, who only desire life,

will make no such sacrifice to pave the way for a new

idea. This is distinctively the task of the priest who

has the prerequisite moral power. In due time when the

danger is past, the masses will follow in the priests'

footsteps when all is prepared for them. The genuine

"Lovers Theirconstitute such a band of priests.of Zion"

numbers however, and Ahad Ea-Am does not knoware few,

whether one "Lover of Zion" in a hundred whothere is

qualifies for this lofty title. The task of the priest

shall be to become the moral symbol of the movement. He

Ahad Ha-Am is very clear, in the passage which is

In rebuttal to an opponent, Ahad Ha-Amthe masses of Jews.

wrote:

/ /

In the essay "njjni D'jnan"

a specifically Jewish context.

shall educate the coming generation in the true Spirit of
55the reople, and in the true "love of Zion".

to follow, that the "Love of Zion" has no relationship to
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of the individual ...

The hovevey Zion movement, as envisioned by ^had Ha-Am,

Its task was toexisted primarily for spiritual reasons.

awaken the dormant national consciousness of the people.

This was to be accomplished in a deliberate and highly

structured manner through the work of the priests of this

With the organization and program of the Bene Mosheidea.

of which Ahad Ha-Am was "the spiritual head", we detect the

idea of the elite being transformed into a theory of power.

In the iniation rites to the Bene Moshe, we find direct

who, dedicated to the

idea of "the revitilization of the people in the land of

They are clearly referred to as

As a

secret organization within the Hovevey Zion, they were to

moral in their behavior, obedientbe a disciplined group,

loyal to their organization by

The membership was divided intoguarding its secrecy.

cells of a minimum of five members to be under the

to their superiors, and
59

reference to its members as "priests"

The honored author weeps bitterly, and we weep 
with him over the plight of thousands of Jews 
that are perishing in their struggle for survival. 
If there be among us, as the author states, that 
call to those who cry for bread, "Be a Lover of 
Zion", they are fools... on the contrary, we say 
to all those who are perishing in their poverty 
and seek the help of the "Lovers of Zion," 
"Don't become Hovevey Zion! for the Hovevey 
Zion do not concern themselves with the sorrow

H o i i vi no 1 U 6

the Fathers", will teach and defend it to the last ounce 
57 of their strength.

"the chosen of the people" who are to be the exemplars of 
58 the national ideal, teaching it to the people.
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supervision of a central committee. jiach cell of five

could select its own leader who could, together with the

One of the larger cells was

to he chosen as

The task of the

contemporary disciple of

An even more telling

Both documents are

couched in Marxian terms.

Bocialismus und sociale Bewegung (1905), Ahad Ha-Am notes

socialist forebears
had common needs and common economic interests.

erred in that their appeal was vague

the central headquarters from which all
61

64
and Ahad Ea-Am's Bene Moshe.

in case

Norman Bentwich, a
Ahad Ha —Am 9

couched in quasi-religious terminology, and they appeal for 

their authority to the romanticized national ideal which 

they find embedded in history.

In an analysis as to why the Zionist movement has 

not been successful In its appeal to the masses, Ahad Ha-Am 

gives us another glimpse of his theory of power, this time 

Commenting on Sombart's

similarity lies in the Initiation rites of Mazzini's Young. 
Italy

compares him to Mazzini in terms of his
63 conception of nationalism.

orders to the group would emanate.

leader of the Bene Lloshe was to be a supervisory one, and 

of disputes between cells, he was to be the chief 
A Parbitrator.

cell members, modify the program of the group to their 

particular environment.

that one of the principal causes why Marx's doctrine had 

more success than previous theory was because Marx appealed 

to a definite section of society- the proletariat - which
His
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and much too general when they addressed themselves to
65"the people", "the poor", "and similar undefined entities".

The failure of the Zionist attempt in spreading their

doctrine stems from the same error made by the early

socialists. The Zionists have not succeeded in recognizing

and defining their "proletariate". Zionism, from its very

origin, has appealed to the "people", but they do not

is not its natural support.

The "unsophisticated masses", Ahad Ha-Am contends,

have a sense of reality, and only under extreme duress will

they give in to vague promises of redemption. As soon as

conditions become more favorable, they will leave Zionism

xhad Ha-Am explains that itfor more practical pursuits.

to build a movement on the shifting sand of theis folly

Zionism needs to be redefined in terms of itsmasses.

true nature, and consequently its appeal cannot be directed

in Judaism.to the amorphous mass group

1 think then, that the course of events will

recognize that the "people"

compel Zionism to come gradually to understand 
itself and its supporters: To understand itself 
as-a -national movement of a spiritual character,

. .. The only want of which the majority of 
people is sufficiently conscious - the want 
which alone, therefore, can form the basis of 
common national work is freedom from material 
pressure. So soon as we leave this common 
ground, we find the people divided into parties 
and classes whose conscious demands differ in 
each case and whose relation to our national 
life, therefore, in each case takes on different 
form. If then, Zionism could really point the . 
way to our material regeneration it would 
doubtless unite under its banner the whole 66 
people, without distinction of party or class,.,
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In an interesting aside, Ahad Ea-Am notes that the

Jews have no decent sized proletariat aside from the

potential "spiritual proletariate". 1 think that he means
hereby to those Jewish socialists who hoped to solveanswer

the "Jewish Problem" through socialism.

to create Their role

is to be both producer and consumer of the new national

Ahad Ha-Am has assigned to this elite the taskoutput.

The masses of Jews appearof being creators of history.

The "spiritual proletariate", the elect of the spirit, are

a new product for their exclusive use.

whose aim is to satisfy the demand for a true 
and free national life in accordance with our 
distinctive spirit; and to find supporters in 
that nationalist section which is sufficiently 
conscious in all its individual members, of this 
demand, and which in a certain sense may be 
called a "spiritual proletariate." c7

The mission of the proletariate is to hasten the 
Socialist solution by the concentration of wealth; 
and this mission can be fulfilled only by those 
who work in large industrial undertakings. The 
work of the master-workman and his assistants 
is not proletariate work, because so far from 
hastening, it hinders that solution, how the 
working-class Jew has practically no place in the 
large industrial undertakings; generally speaking, 
the so-called proletariate section of the Jews 
belongs to the class of master-workmen. But on 
the other hand there is among the Jews and only 
among them, a proletariate in another sense - in 
the sense indicated by the combination of "national" 
and "spiritual". The position and needs of this 
proletariate, which are common to all its 
individual members, compel it to feel a deep-rooted 
and powerful desire for a change in the established 
order; but the change desired in this case is 
not a concentration of the means of production, 
but just the opposite, what is needed is a new 
means of production, wherewith to create a product 
of a special character...63
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to Ahad Ha-.ain as they did to jkaimonides as the means

Thewere to achieve their seal.through which the elite

masses were the mortar through which the elect hoped to

Never did Ahad Ha-am seebuild the national structure.

value in the masses of men because of their inherent value

Their task was to be the raw material fromas human beings.

which the Jewish buperman was to emerge.
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