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Introduction





This Is Not the Way was the title of Achad Ha-Am’s first essay, written in 1889. Achad Ha-Am (‘One of the People’, the pen name of Asher Ginsberg, 1856–1927) was a Zionist before Theodor Herzl, his contemporary, ideological sparring partner and rival for public approval, had even heard of the word. The two men cordially detested each other. They were a complete antithesis, Herzl urbane, assimilated, an easy charmer of princes and commoners who could be economical with the truth when it got in the way of his inspiring orations and grandiose promises; Achad Ha-Am prim, schoolmasterly, worshipped by a small circle of acolytes, a stickler for accuracy who instinctively recoiled from flowery words and crowd-pleasing gestures. They hid their antipathy and mutual suspicion beneath exaggerated deference on Herzl’s part and stiff formality from Achad Ha-Am. But the latter’s barbed tribute after Herzl’s sudden passing in 1904, that he had died at the ideal time, recalls Metternich’s alleged response on being told of his adversary Talleyrand’s death: ‘Now what did he mean by that?’


A habitual carper and damner with faint praise, Achad Ha-Am wrote This Is Not the Way to pour cold water over the efforts and methods of the early pioneers in Palestine. The essay made his name and its Hebrew title – Lo zeh ha-derech – became a common figure of speech in Mandate Palestine and the early years of the State of Israel to describe going about things in the wrong way.


That is why I borrowed the phrase as the title for this book. I believe that the Jewish people worldwide, our religion of Judaism and the state that claims to represent the collective Jewish will are going about things in the wrong way.


This is not intended as yet another entry in the field of pro- or anti-Israel polemic. There are many others better qualified than I am to engage in that task. My larger concern, after spending virtually my entire career in teaching, expounding and defending Judaism, is to consider whether there is sufficient resilience and innate worth in our 3,500-year-old traditions and history to ensure the Jewish people’s survival as a distinct culture into the future. Jews today are overwhelmingly secular. The majority might still mumble something vague about ‘believing in God’; but belief comes way down the list when they are asked to say what makes them Jewish. Answers about ‘tradition’, ‘history’, ‘family’, ‘community’, ‘Jewish values’ are far more likely to occur.


In the Western world, where virtually all Jews now live, the level of ‘marrying out’, in the disapproving phrase of previous generations, is around 50 per cent. Previously, Jewish status depended on proof of maternal descent or a demanding conversion to Judaism. Jewish identity nowadays has become increasingly fluid and pick ’n’ mix; yet the Orthodox guardians of the faith are more insistent than ever on observing the strict letter of conversion law. As a consequence, the gap in Israel and elsewhere between the ‘black hats’ bustling about with their seven or eight children in the garb of eighteenth-century Polish noblemen and the ordinarily dressed majority with their 2.1 offspring has steadily widened, until they could almost be two different species of Jew.


With the erosion of belief, God has been replaced by Israel as the credo of the Jewish people, to the benefit of neither. Those ‘Jewish values’ that are always cited as evidence of the special Jewish contribution to civilisation – justice, a passion for freedom, love of one’s neighbour, sympathy for the underprivileged, improving the world – ring hollow when set against the bleak reality of the Israel–Palestine conflict and the constant apologias that Diaspora supporters are required to make on Israel’s behalf; and the harsh military occupation of another people’s land, while fundamentalist settlers annex what they can of it, has coarsened and corroded the moral standards on which the Jewish state was founded.


Excessive reference to the Holocaust and dark allegations about resurgent anti-Semitism are two of the diversionary tactics used in the Diaspora by the Israel Lobby (which denies that any such entity exists, and to say that it does is tantamount to anti-Semitism) to deflect growing criticism of Israel. Is our preoccupation with anti-Semitism in danger of becoming a complex? And has the unique enormity of the Holocaust and its six million victims been trivialised by its exploitation for political purposes? What does it mean – following the decline of faith, the abatement of persecution and the fragmentation of community – still to identify as a Jew?


These are some of the broader issues that I try to explore in this book. I write as a Liberal Jew and perhaps it is appropriate at this juncture to explain a little about the various movements within Judaism, although where they differ on theological principles is made clear in the body of the text. By now, and due to controversies that regularly hit the headlines, non-Jewish readers are probably aware that Judaism is not, any more than Islam, the seamless, unified religion that for so long its advocates tried to present to the outside world.


Jewish life was regulated for over seventeen hundred years, from the destruction of the Second Temple by the Romans in 70 ce until the first glimmerings of the Jewish Enlightenment, by what is known as Rabbinic Judaism. In Europe it successfully kept at bay any attempts at a Jewish equivalent of the Reformation until the French Revolution. Afterwards, the march towards Jewish emancipation and citizenship was irresistible, and with it the desire to modernise Judaism. Reform Judaism, as it came to be called, began in Germany in the early nineteenth century. It spread slowly in Germany, Central Europe and Great Britain, and most spectacularly in the USA. Those who resisted its innovations were known as Orthodox; that is, conforming to traditional practice.


In the past two hundred years Judaism has further splintered as Jews responded to modernity. There are several variants of Orthodoxy, some not speaking to each other. In the USA, Conservative Judaism developed as a halfway house between Orthodox and Reform, while the Reconstructionist movement took up a position on the left. The Liberal movement in the UK (doctrinally close to American Reform) developed at the turn of the twentieth century, out of dissatisfaction with the slow pace of change initiated by the British Reform synagogues (doctrinally close to the American Conservative movement). In recent years a UK Masorti movement has pitched its tent halfway between United Synagogue Orthodoxy and the Reform movement. To try to simplify the confusion – or maybe compound it – non-Orthodox Judaism in its (American and British) Reform, Liberal and Reconstructionist manifestations – but not Conservative or Masorti – is generically referred to as Progressive Judaism.


Because my theological views have always been radical and my stance about Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians one of moral indignation since the early 1970s, inevitably my many critics in Israel, Anglo-Jewry and beyond are going to read this book and react: ‘There goes that self-hating Jew again.’


As ‘self-hating’ is the standard epithet for any Jew who does not toe the party line on any subject from Israel to building more faith schools in the Diaspora, it might interest readers to learn about the book’s genesis and why I did not stick with its original working title of Reflections of a Self-hating Jew.


A few years ago I picked up on the furore following an October 2003 article in the New York Review of Books that called on Israel, ‘a belligerently intolerant faith-driven ethno state’ to transmute from ‘a Jewish state to a binational one’. It was explosive stuff, written by Tony Judt, an English-born historian teaching in the USA; predictably, it caused a storm in Jewish circles, with the usual imprecations against its author for being self-hating and anti-Semitic. Discussing the repercussions en famille one day, a cousin wondered whether the author might be a relative, since on our maternal side the surname was spelt interchangeably as Yudt or Judt. A Google search confirmed that he was indeed kin; our zeide (grandfather) and his had been brothers. Several years before and without knowing of their connection, with an aunt I used occasionally to visit Tony’s grandfather in his Jewish Old Age Home in South London. He was known in the family as ‘Heinech the Communist’, a vigorous, intellectually sprightly man in his late eighties who would always greet me warmly and say, ‘David, it’s so good to have someone to be able to talk to properly. Not like these alters’, gesturing dismissively to the row of bubes in armchairs placidly knitting for their grandchildren and evidently reluctant to engage in seminars with Heinech on Marx’s critique of Capitalism.


I made contact with Tony and we got on well from the start, two outnumbered liberals in a mainly bourgeois extended family that did not take kindly to our opinions about Israel. In fact, he was braver than me. In Anglo-Jewry, critics may say rude things about you and write you abusive letters underlined in green ink and copied to the president of the Board of Deputies and the prime minister, but that’s about it; in the USA, where violence is as American as cherry pie in H. Rap Brown’s notorious dictum, some Jews are ready to resort to it when reasoned argument fails them. And Tony was more radical politically than me. I told him in one of our early email exchanges that not only did I not think much of his binational idea because, after all they had suffered, the Palestinians deserved to enjoy their own state, but also it was not very astute strategic thinking to tell the Israelis, a majority of whom had finally become reconciled to the idea of a Palestinian state on their doorstep, that no, we’re going to scrap that idea after all, and ask them instead to share all that they had built up over sixty years with their Palestinian neighbours.


In 2008 Tony was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) and became totally paralysed. Alas, he had not inherited his grandfather’s longevity gene. Unable to move or write, but with a mind as sharp as ever, during the interminable night hours he would compose essays in his head by means of a mnemonic memory technique and dictate them to his assistant the next day.


We continued with our email exchanges. In the course of one, in which we had been discussing Grigor Rezzori’s superb Memoirs of an Anti-Semite and the contemporary Jewish obsession with finding anti-Semites under every bush, I wrote, ‘That gives me an idea for a great book title: Reflections of a Self-hating Jew. All I have to do now is write the book!’


So I produced a synopsis, gave it to my agent, and told Tony, who by now was in the final phases of his disease, that if ever it was published I would dedicate it to him. Because Faber Finds was reprinting a previous book of mine (To the Promised Land: A History of Zionist Thought) around then, I had a lucky entrée to the Editorial Director at Faber and Faber. He liked the synopsis and commissioned it; hence this book and its dedication to Tony Judt.


But I did change the title. When I am writing and people ask me what about, I usually reply evasively, because I am superstitious about jinxing the work in progress. This time, my stock answer to parry further questioning was to say that I had a great title and give it. Reactions varied. They ranged from ‘Trust you!’ through ‘You wouldn’t dare!’ to grave reservations. In the end, it was the trio of my wife, a well-known writer and the chair of a religious organisation who persuaded me that it was not a good idea and would be misunderstood, even if I did make clear in the Introduction that the title was meant ironically and self-mockingly. As the writer said, ‘David, the public doesn’t do irony.’ So the sobriety of Achad Ha-Am prevailed over my weakness for the bon mot in the eventual choice of title. After all, these are serious matters we are discussing.


As had the more famous and acclaimed dedicatee of this book, I have something of a reputation for non-conformity, being provocative, not suffering fools gladly, and needlessly criticising when silent discretion would be in the best interests of the Jewish people; to which my stock answer is that I merely point out when the emperor has no clothes on. ‘Not in the public interest’ is the excuse trotted out by rulers everywhere, from heads of democratic governments to the leader of the local parish council to the chair of a suburban synagogue, in order to suppress uncomfortable information.


One of the writers whose books I, as an adolescent with intellectual pretensions, would carry around to impress girls was François Mauriac, then modish, now largely forgotten. He was, I suppose, the French Graham Greene, exploring themes of sin, passion and Catholic guilt. In one of his novels – I don’t remember which – he wrote a sentence that has stuck in my mind for well over fifty years. It was: ‘Only the person without strong principles can be swayed by an unexpected argument.’


That is a very religious thought; some fundamental rules are non-negotiable. Of course we all understand about moral relativism, extenuating circumstances, tempering justice with mercy, and so forth. That is what makes Moral Philosophy such a rich, subtle and perennially fascinating discipline. But certain principles need to be insisted on, again and again. One I believe in unwaveringly, no matter how its context might change according to political circumstances, is that due to our history the most cherished Jewish value is Freedom and therefore it goes totally against the grain of Jewish ethics to subjugate  or oppress another people. Heaven knows, I am the last person to presume to put myself forward as a moral paragon of any kind, but that principle of Freedom has consistently informed my approach to the Israel–Palestine conflict. The compliment I treasured most after a long rabbinic career was the message at my retirement service from the former PLO Head of Mission in London, Washington and Moscow, who wrote, ‘With enemies like David I don’t need friends.’


If that makes me a ‘self-hating Jew’, then so be it.


The Jews, Judaism and the State of Israel have frequently stirred me to pride, admiration and gratitude; they have also driven me to fury at their stubborn insensitivity, parochialism and self-absorption. But after years of disputing and disagreeing with them in usually unavailing attempts to get them to modify their ways, I still have to say alongside the prophet Hosea: ‘How shall I give thee up, Ephraim? How shall I surrender thee, Israel?’ For better or worse, it is my people, my religion, and my brethren’s country, and it is to them that these reflections about our Jewish present and future are offered.


But before doing so, there is the pleasant task of acknowledging those who helped bring this book to fruition. Firstly, Neil Belton at Faber and Faber, who saw merit in the proposed subject and has been a sympathetic and discerning editor throughout; Vivienne Schuster of Curtis Brown, my long-time literary agent extraordinaire and dear friend; Max Hastings and Lucian Hudson, who steered me away from an error of judgement, although all the book’s other failings are mine alone; Revd Dr Anthony Harvey, former Canon Theologian at Westminster, who provided me with an ideal Cotswold retreat in which to begin writing; and finally my wife Carole, who once again, supportively and good-humouredly, put up with the abstractedness, self-centredness and absentmindedness that are characteristic of this author at work.


 


David J. Goldberg


London, June 2011
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Zionism triumphant, the Diaspora subservient





It might be considered something of a turn-off to begin a book that hopes to analyse the condition of Jews, Judaism and Israel today with a raft of statistics. But there is no other way of setting Jewry in a global context. The extraordinary fact that 81.3 per cent of Jews live in just two countries – the USA and Israel – has a profound bearing on how we see ourselves and how we behave. After the Second World War, Leo Baeck, the respected leader of pre-war German Jewry who had managed to survive Theresienstadt concentration camp, used the image of Israel and the Diaspora as two foci of an ellipse to describe their relationship; nowadays, a truer analogy might be autocratic ruler and obsequious courtier. The relationship is skewed in favour of Israel. Before the advent of Zionism and the creation of a Jewish state, the regular concern of Diaspora communities throughout the centuries was expressed by paraphrasing a verse from Psalm 115: Mah yomru ha-goyim – ‘What will the nations say? How will they judge us? How can we win the favour of hostile legislatures? What must Jews do to be granted social acceptance and civic equality?’


Nowadays, the regular concern of a deferential Diaspora is not ‘What will the nations say?’ but ‘What will Israel say? How will the decisions we take or the judgements we make in our own communities go down in Israel? And how do Israel’s actions affect us as Jewish citizens of another country? Does the Diaspora have a future, or will it become merely an outpost of the sovereign Jewish homeland?’


Since Baeck proposed his two foci, the State of Israel has grown, prospered and assumed – by force majeure – the role of representative for all of Jewry. In 2004, Arik Sharon, then the Israeli prime minister, was asked by a French interviewer whether it was possible to distinguish between an anti-Semitism that should be condemned and legitimate criticism of Israel’s policies. Sharon replied, ‘Today there is no separation. We are talking about collective anti-Semitism. The State of Israel is the Jewish state and the attitude towards Israel runs accordingly . . . you cannot separate here.’


Not all Jews would accept that. I and many others feel bound to decline the blithe assumption that Sharon then, or his successors now, automatically speak for us in the name of Israel. But it is fair to say that most Jews in the world are probably happy with the formulation of Mortimer Zuckerman, a veteran American champion of Israel, that the Jewish state is ‘the collective expression of the Jewish people’. Until the Six Day War of 1967, Diaspora Jewry paid lip service to the aims of Zionism without actually immigrating to Israel, wished the new state well and gave it financial support; since 1967, Israel has become the chief cause and raison d’être of Diaspora Jewry.


How did this transformation come about? To answer that question, some demographic data about the number of Jews in Israel and the Diaspora is required; hence the apologetic tone of my opening sentence for beginning with statistics, especially when we have to admit straight away that it is notoriously difficult to calculate accurately how many Jews there are in the world. According to the most recent estimate,1 our number stands at around 13.4 million people. One of the reasons why it is so difficult to arrive at an accurate total is because in several countries – Arab and/or Muslim states, for example – the Jews who are still there prudently prefer not to advertise themselves as such.


But another, more important reason is that in open Western societies where there is rarely physical danger in identifying oneself as Jewish, an unknown number have either voluntarily opted out of any engagement with the Jewish community or else do regard themselves as Jews but are not recognised as Jewish by official communal organisations such as synagogues, representative bodies, or those who administer the admissions criteria of Jewish schools. As an illustration, the Jewish population of the United Kingdom is currently estimated at around 300,000 men, women and children, a steep decline from its supposed heyday in the 1970s, when it was said to number about 450,000.


I am sceptical about both figures. In the past there was a tendency to ‘big up’ our numbers, in order to maximise the Jewish community’s importance. In the 1970s a former president of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, the community’s oldest and once most influential representative organisation, would regularly proclaim: ‘Speaking on behalf of Britain’s half-a-million Jews . . .’ He was both a Queen’s Counsel and a Member of Parliament, therefore no stranger to hyperbole, and conscious that boasting of 500,000 followers had a more satisfactorily rounded ring to it than claiming to speak on behalf of merely 424,312 Jews, or whatever the true count then was.


The current relatively low figure is similarly suspect. It is extrapolated from annual numbers for Jewish births, marriages and deaths, plus synagogue membership according to Jewish households, registration in Jewish clubs, societies and other communal organisations, and then an intelligent guess as to how many unaffiliated Jews should be added on.


Doubtless this cavalier appraisal of their methods will infuriate those who toil away in the statistical and demographic units at the Board of Deputies and the Institute for Jewish Policy Research. It is a plain fact, though, that nowadays out-marriage – that is, marriage to a non-Jewish partner – accounts for well over 40 per cent of marriages involving a Jewish person. This means that the union is registered civilly, not under religious auspices, and as a consequence does not count as a ‘Jewish’ marriage and the future Jewish status of the children of such marriages is speculative. For instance, if the mother is recognised as Jewish by the religious authorities, then any children of hers are automatically granted Jewish status according to the halachah (religious law); but supposing they take on the religion of their father? And joining a synagogue (which is costly, since there is no state funding in the UK, as there is in much of mainland Europe, for the Jewish religion) – whether it is done to ensure an eventual Jewish burial or for less prosaic reasons such as providing a religious school education for one’s children and encouraging a sense of ‘belonging’ – still attracts only around 70 per cent of those 300,000 UK Jews. Synagogue affiliation numbers have been artificially boosted in recent years by the surge in ultra-Orthodox places of worship.


My own gut instinct – and it is no more than that, based on nearly forty years’ experience as a Liberal Jewish rabbi – is that there are around 100,000 more people in the UK who consider themselves to be at least Jewish without ‘going the whole way’, in Jonathan Miller’s celebrated disclaimer, than the official figure allows for. The rise in inter-marriage, the adoption of alternative, less formalised lifestyles and increasingly sceptical attitudes to the role of organised religion in society have made the traditional definitions of who is a Jew almost obsolete. As the authors of a recent report observe: ‘Such shifts have led to Jewishness increasingly becoming a matter of choice rather than of birth, and making Jewish identity far more fluid . . .’


I shall return to the vexed question of Jewish identity in a later chapter. For the present, it is sufficient to reiterate from the example of the UK alone just how difficult it is accurately to gauge the number of Jews in the world.


Nevertheless, it is generally accepted by Jewish demographers that the State of Israel is about to overtake the United States – or has already done so, according to some triumphalist Israeli statisticians – as the largest single population centre of world Jewry. Tel-Aviv and its environs now have more Jews than Greater New York, once lauded as ‘the greatest Jewish city in the world’.


According to Sergio Della Pergola, the doyen of contemporary Jewish demographers, a little more than four-fifths of world Jewry lives in just two countries: the United States and Israel.2 Over half of all Jews (52.2 per cent) live in just five metropolitan areas: Tel-Aviv, New York, Jerusalem, Los Angeles and Haifa. Remarkably, 98.3 per cent of all Jews are congregated in just 15 countries: Israel, the USA, France, Canada, the UK, Russia, Argentina, Germany, Australia, Brazil, the Ukraine, South Africa, Hungary, Mexico and Belgium. Only 35 countries can claim Jewish communities of 5,000 or more. Most of the 200 or so countries in the world, including several where Jews had lived for millennia, such as Iraq, Syria and Ethiopia, are now completely bereft of Jews, or have tiny, unsustainable communities of fewer than a thousand people. If Jews rule the world, as our enemies claim, it is an extraordinary achievement for less than 0.2 per cent of the global population. As Jonathan D. Sarna, Professor of American Jewish History at Brandeis University, pointed out: ‘For all that we Jews like to talk about “improving the world”, the truth is that the vast majority of Jews no longer live in those sections of the world – Africa, Asia, and Latin America – that most need improving.’3


 I thought of Della Pergola’s statistics when officiating not so long ago at the bat mitzvah ceremony of the daughter of a friend. The ceremony took place where the family now live, on the Isle of Skye, estimated Jewish population perhaps a dozen, including a postmistress called . . . Rhoda Goldberg; not, so far as I could ascertain, a relation. What Della Pergola’s figures would seem to suggest, I said in my sermon to the temporarily enlarged congregation of family and friends who had travelled to Skye for the occasion, is the ultimate vindication and triumph of Zionism. For the first time since the days of the Bible, the ancient Jewish homeland will be the largest single reservoir of Jewish population. In contrast, the Diaspora – the accustomed habitat of most Jews since being carried into exile after the destruction of the First Temple by the Babylonians in 586 BCE – seems destined to shrink still further.


Population shifts of this size and significance have happened only rarely in Jewish history. The closest parallel occurred after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881 and the pogroms that followed. Around two million Jews left Eastern Europe between 1881 and 1914, overwhelmingly for America – the ‘goldeneh medina’ (the golden country) in Yiddish parlance – but also for Great Britain, South Africa, Germany and anywhere else in Europe other than Russian territories. By way of comparison, the exile from Spain in 1492, poignantly remembered in Jewish legend as a tragedy on a par with the Babylonian exile of 586 BCE, dispersed, at the most generous estimate, 150,000 refugees. Between 1500 and 1648, attracted by economic opportunity and charters of protection, Polish Jewry expanded from 10,000–15,000 residents to more than 150,000. It was mainly Ashkenazi Jews from the Rhineland who settled there. The Spanish and Polish examples had long-term consequences for Diaspora history, but were nowhere near as momentous as the population explosion of American Jewry a century ago or the implications of Israel becoming the largest single concentration of Jews today.


Prophecy, Mark Twain supposedly remarked, is very difficult – especially about the future. And as Professor Sarna pointed out in his lecture, there have been previous, much exaggerated forecasts of the demise of Jewry. Around 800 BCE in the so-called Mesha Stone, the King of Moab boasts, ‘I have triumphed . . . while Israel hath perished for ever.’ In the event, Israel survived, and but for the Hebrew Bible (II Kings, chapter iii) who would ever have heard of Mesha, King of Moab?


In America, in 1818, one of the nation’s wisest leaders, Attorney General William Wirt, predicted that within a hundred and fifty years Jews would be indistinguishable from the rest of mankind. He meant it positively. In the land of the free, Jews would no longer suffer from Old World discrimination. And almost on cue, in May 1964, Look magazine ran a cover story that received worldwide exposure, entitled ‘The Vanishing American Jew’. It is hard to resist a smile when pointing out that nowadays William Wirt is long forgotten, and Look magazine has vanished not once but twice since 1964, whereas the American Jewish community is more vibrant and varied than ever before.


In 1952, the UK’s foremost Jewish historian, Cecil Roth, delivered a lecture in New York on ‘The Next One Hundred Years: An Historian’s Forecast’. He announced sadly (Roth was an exponent of what Salo Baron, the leading Jewish historian of the twentieth century, decried as the ‘lachrymose’ interpretation of Jewish history, all persecution, pogrom and suffering4) that under Communism Russian Jewry would be completely lost to the Jewish people. Even if the Soviet Union collapsed, only ‘a few thousand Jews would return to full Judaism . . . Russian Jewry has to be written off.’ Instead, as we know, some 850,000 Russian Jews (in their cases the definition of ‘Jew’ has been elastic, for pragmatic raison d’état) have provided a vital boost to Israel’s population since the 1990s, at least 100,000 more have emigrated to Germany, and in Russia itself and the Ukraine there has been a remarkable upsurge of Jewish visibility and activity, from Lubavitcher Chasidism and ultra-Orthodoxy, through Progressive Judaism, to humanist circles studying Jewish culture. New synagogue buildings, community centres and monuments to the Jewish victims of Nazism are unveiled regularly in the major cities of the Former Soviet Union, where long before Cecil Roth, Count von Plehve, the Tsarist Minister of the Interior, said, when asked in 1898 what would become of the Jews under a system of constant persecution, that one-third would die out, one-third would leave and one-third would assimilate without trace.


But even with these additional caveats, all the demographic indices do seem to point inexorably towards Israel becoming the indisputable population centre of world Jewry. Particularly at a time of global recession, with unemployment among young people in the United States and the United Kingdom at its highest level for decades, aliyah (literally ‘ascent’, i.e. immigration to the Land of Israel) becomes an attractive option. Unlike most other economies, the Israeli one is buoyant. According to the Jewish Chronicle, the newspaper of record for British Jewry, ‘The recession has seen the largest influx of British Jews making aliyah for a quarter of a century.’ Immigration is also on the rise from South Africa, North America (up by 15 per cent) and France.5 The Palestinian impasse may be more intractable than ever, but from an economic and demographic point of view Israel is booming.


In the classic formulation: Is this good or bad for the Jews? Two further notes of caution need to be inserted before trying to answer that question. Firstly, immigration to Israel may be up, but so is emigration from Israel. There are sizeable Israeli diasporas in New York, Los Angeles, London, Paris, Rome and many other big cities. At any given time around one million of Israel’s five-and-a-half million Jewish citizens are living or working abroad. For a large number of Israelis, especially the young, who have the opportunity to set up home elsewhere, the relentless political situation with its ever present threat of terrorist attacks, the frequent call-ups of reservists to serve on the West Bank and the border with Gaza, the menace of Iran’s nuclear potential and the quotidian tension that affects every aspect of existence is a price no longer worth paying. Better a quiet life somewhere else. In that respect, the exodus of young, talented and disillusioned Israelis is reminiscent of the situation with White South Africans during the bleak late apartheid years.


Secondly, the immigration figures need to be broken down into their component parts. It is predominantly the religious Orthodox who are making aliyah; in other words, those sections of world Jewry most likely to choose to live in settlements on the West Bank, to be hard-line about retaining every place mentioned in the Bible rather than willing to give it up for a peace treaty, to be exempted from military service, and to receive generous welfare benefits from the state for their large families while themselves engaged in the spiritually rewarding but materially unproductive work of studying Rabbinic codes all day.


So is it good or bad for Jews to put most of our eggs in the Israel basket? Briefly summarised, my argument (which I have made in an earlier book6) was that even in the unlikely event of world Jewry immigrating en masse to Israel, there will within a generation still be more Arabs than Jews living between the Mediterranean and the Jordan, due to their respective birth rates (even allowing for the disproportionately large families of the Orthodox); that historically the Jews have been a diaspora people much longer than they have been a nation state; that Israeli and Diaspora Jews are becoming two different types, due to the success of early Zionism in creating a new Jewish identity as far removed as possible from the subservient Diaspora stereotype; that over centuries of dispersion Diaspora Jewry learned strategies of adaptability, discretion and judicious alliance-making in order to survive, whereas Israeli Jews seem to take a perverse delight in eschewing diplomatic niceties; that physically a Jew today is safer in New York, London or Paris than in Tel-Aviv or Jerusalem and has as much opportunity to lead a full Jewish life and study Jewish religion, history and culture in all its ramifications; that it is in the Diaspora and through intercourse with other peoples that the Jewish genius has flowered most productively and made its most distinctive contributions for the benefit of humanity; and finally, that in the terminology of Isaiah Berlin’s essay on the hedgehog and the fox,7 Diaspora Jews are the fox, knowing many diverse things, whereas Israelis are the hedgehog, knowing just one big thing.


As may be imagined, the book was not to the taste of Israel’s most ardent supporters in the UK and the USA. In London, I was invited to participate at the popular annual Jewish Book Week, and then hastily disinvited after excerpts from the book appeared in the Jewish Chronicle and another Jewish magazine. Of course I have no evidence of any pressure being brought to bear on the organisers of Jewish Book Week (‘Israel Lobby? What Israel Lobby?’) but as Henry Kissinger once famously noted, even a paranoid has enemies.


So yes, I do have more regard for the Diaspora’s achievements than they are usually accorded in the Zionist version of Jewish history. My reading of Jewish history is to see the value of discrete, widely scattered communities, whether of five million, five thousand, even five hundred Jews, or indeed the estimated dozen on the Isle of Skye, each tenaciously preserving its own traditions and culture, each intermingling with its non-Jewish neighbours as local circumstances dictate.


The history of the Nidchey Yisrael (‘The Scattered of Israel’) synagogue in Bridgetown, Barbados, is illustrative. Built originally in 1654, it is one of the two oldest synagogues in the Western hemisphere, the other being in Curacao. Destroyed by a hurricane in 1831, it was rebuilt by the community. It was rededicated on 29 March 1833. The Barbados Globe of 1 April 1833 carried a front-page report: ‘About 3 of the clock on a bright and sunny afternoon . . . the people of the Hebrew Nation in Bridgetown, Barbados, commenced to assemble in the courts and avenues of their synagogue . . . They were joined by a number of the most respectable inhabitants, the ladies of grace, fashion and beauty . . . to witness the interesting and impressive ceremony before them.’ The paper’s editor predicted that ‘It was a day that would ever stand eminently distinguished in the annals of the Hebrew Community of the town.’


But the steady fall in sugar prices meant that by 1900 only seventeen Jews remained in Barbados. In 1929, the synagogue in disrepair and its adjacent cemetery a rubbish tip, the last practising Jew in Bridgetown had the building deconsecrated and negotiated its sale to a local lawyer. The Bevis Marks synagogue in London acted as trustee and custodian of the Torah scroll, its breastplate, and other ceremonial artefacts. Valuable furnishings and possessions were sold off privately.


Ironically, it was shortly thereafter that a steady influx of Jewish immigrants began to arrive in Barbados, refugees from the worsening political situation in Europe. Seemingly, though, it was too late to reacquire the community’s former property or halt its structural decline, and in 1983 the Barbadian government sequestered the land in order to build a new courthouse on it. But a few wealthy individuals, aided by the American Jewish Congress, the Commonwealth Jewish Trust, the Canadian Jewish Trust and private benefactors, bought back the building. The synagogue was restored to its original specifications, and the cemetery cleaned up. Nowadays, there is an excellent museum on site detailing the history of Caribbean Jewry, and the lovely synagogue holds weekly Eve of Sabbath services for the sixty or so local Jews and visiting tourists. That is what Jews do. We enjoy visiting places of historic Jewish interest, sighing over former glories, marvelling at the resilience and tenacity of our forebears, and making a donation towards the upkeep of communal institutions.


It is because of examples such as this, multiplied a hundredfold throughout the lands of our dispersion, that I cannot be happy at the prospect of the Diaspora slowly dissolving into a remnant and the great majority of Jews packing up to go and settle in Israel. For that to happen, admittedly, would require an apocalypse beyond imagining to overwhelm world Jewry, one that dwarfed the Holocaust in magnitude.


But the voluntary liquidation of the Diaspora and the ingathering of the exiles in their ancestral homeland would be the consummation of the Zionist vision; not merely achieving Lebensraum but bolstering numbers. Since the state was established in 1948, the constant plaint of its leaders has been ‘If only we had more Jews.’ More Jews to populate the Galilee; more Jews to make the Negev bloom; more Jews to counter-balance the increasing numbers of Arab citizens of Israel; more Jews to provide a bulwark against the three-times-higher Palestinian birth rate in Gaza and the West Bank. All this because the greatest threat to Israel’s long-term viability in a hostile Arab environment is not the military but the demographic one.


Despite its remarkable success in at least reaching numerical parity with the powerful, enviably wealthy, self-confidently assimilated American Jewish community in little more than sixty years, Israel will not consider that the central tenet of Zionism has been fulfilled until all the Jews in the world who reasonably can have made aliyah. Realistically, barring the apocalypse I mentioned, it is an impractical goal and Zionist ideologues and emissaries to the Diaspora must surely know it, even while spouting the line that there is a worldwide resurgence of anti-Semitism disguised as anti-Zionism, which is putting all Diaspora communities at risk.


Why on earth would a secure, well-established bourgeois Jew from London, Paris, Sydney or Miami – who supports Israel financially through the Joint Israel Appeal and other charities, has family and friends who live in Israel, takes two holidays a year there, sends his kids in their gap year to work on a kibbutz or do a course at the Hebrew University – possibly need to live there? Our typical London suburban Jew lobbies his local MP and is quick to write a letter of complaint to the BBC or the Guardian whenever he detects anti-Israel bias in their reporting. He is an honorary Israeli by association, regards it as his second home. But when push comes to shove and despite his growing unease about anti-Semitic incidents reported here and in other countries, usually occasioned as a result of controversial Israeli actions, he will find a dozen pressing reasons to stay put rather than make aliyah. His business . . . his aged mother . . . the children’s education . . . what would he do in Israel? . . . perhaps when he retires. As with British expats in southern Spain, there are colonies of elderly Diaspora Jews in Israel speaking only enough Hebrew to order a cup of tea or give instructions to the Filipino cleaner, quaintly retaining their accustomed Diaspora way of life, having little contact apart from hellos and goodbyes with the native population because of the language barrier, but instant experts on the mood of the country and what Israel will do next, thanks to the English-language Jerusalem Post or the online English edition of Ha’aretz newspaper that they read daily.


(Incidentally, the same scenario applies, mutatis mutandis, to the Palestinian diaspora of at least two million people who have built their lives elsewhere. Hamas and the PLO leadership might routinely demand an unequivocal Right of Return for all those Palestinians who had been displaced in the 1948 war, which Israeli politicians in turn adamantly reject for its potentially catastrophic effect on the population ratio and therefore the Jewish character of the state. Privately, both sides know they are playing at gesture politics. As I used to say of Edward Said, a scholar whom I knew slightly and admired greatly, and one of the persistent advocates of the Palestinian right to return, could anyone seriously imagine him giving up his professorship at Columbia University, his proximity to power and his New York apartment, in order to go back and live permanently in Ramallah? Buying a symbolic vacation apartment there, maybe . . .)


Analysis by the Jewish Agency of immigration figures to Israel includes categorisation according to age, but not according to whether the applicant is religious or secular. If it did, my conviction is that, whatever their age, those making aliyah nowadays are more likely to be political hawks than doves.


Why do I assume that? Because if they are young and religious, they will have no qualms about retaining territory captured in the 1967 war. They have been taught that the Five Books of Moses are divine and true for all time. A staple of TV reporting from Israel is to interview some young couple from Brooklyn or Golders Green on their austere Judean hillside settlement, surrounded by like-minded and equally fecund families, he with beard, side curls and skullcap, she in headscarf and long grey skirt befitting the modesty of a married woman, while they passionately assert that this has been our land since time immemorial; it was promised to the patriarchs and their descendants by God. (Only they won’t take His name in vain, so use a Rabbinic synonym like Ha-Shem, meaning The Name, to refer to the Deity.) Who dares gainsay a divine command and give up what the Almighty has decreed?


If they are young and secular, they will have belonged to a Zionist youth movement, perhaps gone on that grotesque ‘March of the Living’, where Jewish teenagers are taken on a trip to Auschwitz and then Israel, to hammer home the hardly subliminal message of ‘Never Again’ and that from the ashes of the death camps arose the phoenix of the reborn Jewish state. At the very least, with their youth group from synagogue they will have enjoyed a summer in Israel and been thrilled by the bustle, variety and exuberance of the country, the swaggering machismo of young army recruits with their rifles slung carelessly over their shoulders, and the devil-may-care rudeness of daily life that is a surly adolescent’s dream come true. As David Hare mused in his monologue Via Dolorosa, one experiences more emotions in a morning in Tel-Aviv than an average Swede manages in a year. It is a heady, liberating indoctrination for a young Diaspora Jew. So they arrive keen to join the army, to do their bit to protect the state and become part of a society where due to service on the front line their youthful generation has earned experience, responsibility and respect beyond its years. They dismiss the bleeding-heart anxieties about Palestinian rights voiced by their university contemporaries in the Diaspora and affect to see the Middle East realistically for what it is (‘a tough neighbourhood to live in’, in the popular formulation used to explain away the second intifada of 2001 and repeated by Ehud Barak after the Israeli raid that left nine dead in June 2010 on a Turkish ship bound for Gaza as part of a sanction-breaking flotilla), and they are predictably robust about how to deal with the Arabs.


If they are elderly religious immigrants they have come to fulfil a lifelong dream: to spend their last years and be buried in the holy soil of the Holy Land. One cannot over-emphasise the importance of this millennial yearning in the psyche of a devout Jew. ‘My heart is in the East and I am at the edge of the West’, as the medieval Spanish poet Judah Halevi (c.1075–c.1141) wrote in one of his best-known poems. He himself, according to legend, finally made it at the end of his days to Jerusalem, where he was gazing in rapt wonder at the city walls when a galloping Arab horseman rode him down. So the elderly religious immigrant will walk the narrow alleyways of East Jerusalem in order to pray at the Western Wall, absorbed in holy thoughts, oblivious to danger and hostile glances from the Palestinian residents, unaware of and indifferent to the political situation because frivolities such as newspapers and TV have no place in the home, but utterly convinced of one inexorable fact; that Ha-Shem intended Jerusalem and all the sites around it, such as the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron, to be forever Jewish. Which leaves little room for territorial compromise.


And if they are elderly secular immigrants, they will have squared their consciences about Israeli military government of the Occupied Territories (‘Disputed’ Territories is the currently preferred euphemistic designation, although religious settlers have no such inhibitions and baldly call them by their biblical names of Judea and Samaria). They regard the ugly Security Wall brutally bisecting the landscape as an unfortunate necessity to deter suicide bombers. They parrot the standard PR line that Israel is desperate to negotiate about the West Bank’s future status and a Palestinian state, but can find no serious Palestinian partner to negotiate with. Anyway, these elderly secular immigrants live in Tel-Aviv or a coastal resort, not a settlement, don’t like visiting Jerusalem’s Old City (‘too many meshugganer frummers [mad ultra-Orthodox] there’), have never risked travelling to Hebron or Jericho so what goes on in the Territories is none of their business, but regard it as a chutzpah of America or any EU country, most of which didn’t have such a proud record of helping Jews escape the Nazis, to tell Israel where she can or can’t build. Nobody pushes us around now, although, granted, the Likud government could be a bit more sensitive in its relations with its allies.


I am parodying such responses, but not by much. These sentiments are expressed regularly in the correspondence columns of the Jewish press and on the internet, where American Jewish loyalists usually add as a rider to their diatribes against European critics of Israel that ‘we’ saved your ass during World War II but shouldn’t have bothered and left you to Hitler. The pervading message from all these internet sites that invite readers’ comments is that Israel is used to standing alone against international hostility and anti-Semitic calumnies, with only Diaspora Jewry for support.


But Diaspora support is not what it once was. The tacit consensus that Diaspora communities do not criticise Israel publicly but convey concerns to the appropriate government minister privately has long since been fractured. A representative communal body such as the Board of Deputies still tries to maintain the line that its role is to stand behind the government of Israel, come what may. The majority of Board delegates (whatever their religious denomination) subscribes to that view, but a vocal minority has provoked increasingly rancorous debates over controversial military actions such as Israel’s Operation Cast Lead into Gaza in January 2009.


Dissenting organisations such as Peace Now, Independent Jewish Voices and Jews for Justice for Palestinians may wax and wane and attract largely the same left-of-centre constituency but their entry onto the communal stage always provokes exaggerated alarm from a Jewish establishment anxious to maintain a façade of unity over Israel before the non-Jewish public.


For a few months, until I grew disillusioned with a group of articulate Jewish intellectuals who preferred splitting ideological hairs to action, I was on the organising committee of Independent Jewish Voices (IJV for short). Indeed, I was responsible for devising the slogan ‘A Time to Speak Out’ that introduced its first full-page advert in The Times, signed by over eight hundred Jews, many of them well known in academic, legal and theatrical circles.


The effect was electric. Every news agency picked up on the story, as did radio and TV. On the day of the advert’s appearance I was invited to speak about the reasons for forming IJV on the BBC’s Newsnight, along with a pleasant Orthodox rabbi to oppose me. Mysteriously, he discovered two hours before the programme was due to be transmitted that suddenly he had to take evening prayers. Apparently Melanie Phillips, the Daily Mail columnist and formidable attack dog of neo-conservatism, had been suggested by a communal organisation to replace him. She savaged me and IJV, barely allowed me to get a word in edgeways, and ended up in a row with Jeremy Paxman. It was hardly my finest hour and little comfort to my bruised ego when sympathetic viewers tried to console me afterwards by saying that at least I had reacted to her tirades with dignity.


I recall this humiliation at Melanie’s hands to illustrate the panicky reaction of the powers-that-be to the possibility of criticism against Israel being voiced on TV by a Jew speaking on behalf of eight hundred other Jews, who were dismissed by Melanie as well-known self-hating Jews never previously involved in the community, unrepresentative of anyone but themselves, who had courted cheap publicity by adding their names to an anti-Israel advertisement. In the storm of protest that followed the IJV initiative, one letter writer to the Jewish Chronicle demanded to know where the sum of £30,000 to pay for the advert had come from. Actually, it cost £12,000 and every signatory gave around £20 each to cover its cost (some more, some less); but why spoil a juicy conspiracy theory with facts? As to Ms Phillips, on her blog the next day she branded IJV as ‘Jews for Genocide’, which even her keenest admirers thought was somewhat excessive.


Despite such occasional alarums, generally it is easy enough in the UK for Jewish critics of Israel to ignore and evade communal censorship. The liberal ethos of the BBC and several broadsheet newspapers ensures them a ready hearing. The community’s watchdogs may bark but in most cases are too British and gentlemanly to know how to bite. Nor do they muster sufficient power or respect. Four years ago a highly regarded and well-known Israeli journalist was disinvited from giving the keynote address at the Zionist Federation’s annual conference in London after daring to use the word ‘apartheid’ to describe the legal inequalities in place on the West Bank. It was the Zionist Federation that made itself look cowardly and silly by justifying its decision to cancel his invitation on the ground that he had ‘encouraged the demonisation of Israel and the Jewish people’.


In the USA, it is a different story. There, organisations such as the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), the Zionist Organisation of America (ZOA) and AIPAC (American-Israel Public Affairs Committee) wield great patronage and influence and are quite open about using it on Capitol Hill to have meetings cancelled, invitations withdrawn and the pro-Israel credentials of candidates for office scrutinised, declaring all the while that to suggest there is such a thing as an Israel Lobby is an anti-Semitic slur.


Such bristling outrage at the very suggestion of American Jews using their muscle in the perceived best interests of fellow Jews in Israel is strange at first glance. Despite their veneer of success, wealth and self-confident acculturation in American society, it betokens a deep-rooted unease among Jews there about accusations of dual loyalty. There are historical reasons for this. The execution of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg as Soviet spies in 1953 sent shock waves through the Jewish community for years, and the more recent case of Jonathan Pollard, convicted of spying for Israel in 1987 and given a life sentence, assuredly was not ’good for the Jews’. In May 2010, Alan Dershowitz, a Harvard law professor and Israel’s most strident advocate, declined the flattering invitation from Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to use his flamboyant oratory and forensic skills as Israel’s UN ambassador with the explanation that he would not give up his American citizenship or lay himself open to the accusation of dual loyalty.


 Irish Americans lobby, Hispanic Americans do it, Armenian Americans do it, everyone is doing it. Lobbying is as American as apple pie. There is a gun lobby, an automobile lobby, pro- and anti-abortion lobbies, an oil lobby, a green lobby, and a lobby for every letter of the alphabet, each with its offices and PR firms and channels of influence in Washington.


But few are as brash, up-front and effective as the Israel Lobby – or quicker to deny its own existence. At times, the keenness of Israel’s American warriors to leap into action and snuff out any whiff of anti-Semitism masquerading as anti-Zionism results in behaviour that has an effect directly counter to the one intended. In 2007, the Catholic University of St Thomas, Minnesota, rescinded an invitation to Nobel Laureate Desmond Tutu after pressure from the ZOA, which had accused him of anti-Semitism. Explained the university’s vice-president, ‘We had heard some things he said that some people judged to be anti-Semitic and against Israel policy [my italics] . . . he’s compared the State of Israel to Hitler and . . . making moral equivalences like that are hurtful . . . to the Jewish community.’


Tutu’s allegedly offensive comparison came from a speech delivered in Boston five years previously, on 13 April 2002. The date and context is important. It was during the brutal siege by the Israeli army of Jenin refugee camp as part of Operation Defensive Shield, the invasion of the West Bank in response to an appalling terrorist atrocity two weeks before that had killed 29 and wounded 150 civilians as they celebrated a communal Passover meal in the resort of Netanya. Luridly exaggerated rumours of massacre and wanton destruction in Jenin were fuelled by Israel’s decision to bar reporters and TV crews from covering the fighting.


In his speech, Archbishop Tutu paid fulsome tribute to Jewish support in the apartheid struggle, reiterated Israel’s right to secure borders, voiced his distress at Palestinian suffering, called on the Israeli and Palestinian peoples to live together in peace based on justice ‘because it is God’s dream’, added that to criticise Israel in the US was immediately to be dubbed anti-Semitic since ‘the Jewish Lobby is powerful – very powerful’ and continued, ‘Well, so what? This is God’s world . . . We live in a moral universe. The apartheid government was very powerful, but today it no longer exists. Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, Pinochet, Milosevic, and Idi Amin were all powerful, but in the end they bit the dust.’


That is the extent of the ‘moral equivalences’ for which the Zionist Organisation of America branded a noble Christian and champion of freedom for all peoples as an anti-Semite. Not even Nelson Mandela has escaped the slur, for having said that aspects of Israeli policy towards the Palestinians reminded him of apartheid.


This habit of labelling critics of Israel as anti-Semitic backfired spectacularly in the furore surrounding Stephen Walt and John Mearsheimer, two previously obscure American academics propelled to prominence by the smear campaign mounted against them by the (non-existent) Israel Lobby. In 2002 they had been commissioned by the Atlantic Monthly to write a paper on the influence of the Israel Lobby on US foreign policy. The paper was rejected, for reasons that neither side has explained. A condensed version of it appeared in the coyly Marxist and rather-too-pleased-with-itself London Review of Books in March 2006 under the title ‘The Israel Lobby’. I read it at the time and thought that for a supposedly scholarly piece it was long on generalised speculations and short on hard facts.


America’s Israel supporters thought otherwise. A sustained assault was launched on the two authors by columnists in leading newspapers from – geographically – the Boston Globe through the New York Times and Wall Street Journal via the Washington Post and Chicago Sun-Times down to the Los Angeles Times. The ubiquitous Alan Dershowitz debunked what he called the newest version of the Jewish conspiracy theory. Charges of academic malpractice, shoddy scholarship, drawing from neo-Nazi websites and – of course – anti-Semitism were levelled against Walt and Meersheimer.


Having been turned into notorious anti-Semitic celebrities, the two professors did the obvious thing and enlarged their paper into a book, published in August 2007 under the title The Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy. Once again, it garnered shoals of adverse publicity to boost sales and delight their publishers. Strenuously denying that they were anti-Semitic (although after what they had been subjected to from Jewish opponents I would have been!), the authors reiterated their thesis that there is a ‘loose coalition of individuals and organisations who actively work to steer US foreign policy in a pro-Israel direction’.


Even this watered-down accusation failed to dampen Jewish wrath. Once again, the big guns, including former Secretary of State George Shultz writing in US News and World Report, were unlimbered to demolish the two academics. In the UK, Anthony Julius, the solicitor who represented Princess Diana in her divorce from Prince Charles and in his alter ego as a literary critic has written an acclaimed study of T. S. Eliot’s anti-Semitism and an inordinately long, overwrought and mind-numbingly turgid account of English anti-Semitism from medieval times to the present8 – was wheeled out in the Jewish Chronicle to give it as his considered judgement that if not outright anti-Semites, Walt and Mearsheimer were a new strain of the virus, ‘proto-anti-Semites’, who gave aid and comfort to the real ones by perpetuating ‘the Jewish conspiracy myth’.


The phrase about sledgehammers and nuts suggests itself. Surely it would have been more mature and productive to engage with Walt’s and Mearsheimer’s argument, rebut its factual inaccuracies and point out that since Israel is America’s staunchest ally in the Middle East it is hardly surprising that lobbyists should be furthering their joint interests. But like its less important UK counterpart, that is not how the American Jewish establishment sees its role. And like its UK counterpart, it is belatedly discovering that its Israel-right-or-wrong philosophy is not to everyone’s taste, particularly those among the Jewish young who have reservations about how the Palestinians are treated.


In the 10 June 2010 edition of the New York Review of Books the lead article was by Peter Beinart, an Associate Professor of Political Science at the City University of New York. His piece appeared under the succinct headline, ‘The Failure of the American Jewish Establishment’. The article began by relating that in 2003 several prominent Jewish philanthropists had hired Republican pollster Frank Luntz to discover why Jewish college students were not doing more to rebut campus criticism of Israel. His findings were salutary. ‘Six times we have brought Jewish youth together as a group to talk about their Jewishness and connection to Israel. Six times the topic of Israel did not come up until it was prompted. Six times these Jewish youth used the word they rather than us to describe the situation.’


When Luntz probed the students’ views on Israel, he encountered some firm convictions. Firstly, ‘They reserve the right to question the Israeli position’ and ‘resist anything they see as “group think”.’ They wanted ‘an open and frank discussion’ about Israel and its flaws. Secondly, ‘Young Jews desperately want peace.’ They empathised with the plight of the Palestinians, and when shown ads depicting Palestinians as violent and hating Israel criticised them for being unfairly stereotypical.


Peter Beinart summed up Luntz’s findings as follows: ‘Most of the students, in other words, were liberals, broadly defined. They had imbibed some of the defining values of American Jewish political culture: a belief in open debate, a scepticism about military force, a commitment to human rights. And in their innocence, they did not realise that they were supposed to shed those values when it came to Israel . . .’


That corroborates my own experience over the years with idealistic UK Jewish students. Hardest of all for them to swallow is the unacceptable paradox of observing a robustly democratic Israel within its pre-1967 borders, but in the Occupied Territories a military administration under which one group of subjects, the Israeli citizens, enjoys full rights, while a much larger, disenfranchised group, the Palestinians, enjoys none of any significance.


Yet because in the UK, the USA and other centres of strong Zionist support, such as South Africa, France and Australia, the communal leadership persists in its myopia over the moral anxieties caused by continued rule over territory conquered in 1967 and refuses to budge in its public stance of obligatory, unwavering support for Israel, it is steadily alienating those young Jews who might otherwise hold Israel dear and defend her sovereign right to exist within secure and internationally recognised borders. They live overwhelmingly in liberal democracies where equality under the law, multiculturalism and co-existence are the norm. In Beinart’s words, ‘There are a great many Zionists, especially in the Orthodox world, people deeply devoted to the State of Israel. And there are a great many liberals, especially in the secular Jewish world, people deeply devoted to human rights for all people, Palestinians included. But the two groups are increasingly distinct. Particularly in the younger generations, fewer and fewer American Jewish liberals are Zionists; fewer and fewer American Jewish Zionists are liberal . . . If the leaders of groups like AIPAC and the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organisations do not change course, they will wake up one day to find a younger, Orthodox-dominated, Zionist leadership whose naked hostility to Arabs and Palestinians scares even them, and a mass of secular American Jews who range from apathetic to appalled.’ This substantiates my observation that people who make aliyah nowadays are more likely to be religiously Orthodox and to form a constituency that favours a greater religious say in civil legislation and tougher measures to deal with Palestinian unrest.


But instead of taking stock and altering course, the Diaspora establishments just shout louder about anti-Semitism. In the dock alongside Nelson Mandela and Archbishop Tutu have been placed Mary Robinson, the former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights; Amnesty International (‘bigoted, biased and borderline anti-Semitic’ in the snappy sound bite of Abraham Foxman, the indefatigably loquacious director of the ADL); Human Rights Watch; Christian Aid; Save the Children – and a Jew, Judge Richard Goldstone, who presided over the UN commission that investigated accusations of war crimes by both Israel and Hamas during the 2009 invasion of Gaza. Israel declined to give evidence to the commission, preferring to launch its own investigation, and along with its Diaspora loyalists excoriated Goldstone – a distinguished and experienced jurist – for his naivety in being gulled by testimony with a clear anti-Israel bias. Israeli human rights organisations were accused of feeding him false information and Naomi Chazan, a veteran Knesset member and civil rights campaigner, was charged with treason by a Likud member.


The abuse against Goldstone took a more sinister turn when he was prevented from attending his grandson’s bar mitzvah in Johannesburg in spring 2010 due to threats of violence. A similar threat deterred Rahm Emanuel, then President Obama’s chief of staff, from celebrating his son’s bar mitzvah in Israel. Incidentally, President Obama was described in the official newspaper of Shas, the ultra-Orthodox party representing Jews of North African and Middle Eastern descent, and a vital component of any Israeli coalition government, as being ‘an Islamic extremist’.


As one dispiriting example follows another, well-meaning Diaspora Jews express shock and concern, to show their attachment to the once decent, humane, liberal, ‘beautiful’ Israel of their memories. If such an Israel ever actually existed rather than in whitewashed dreams, it breathed its last with the accession to power of Menachem Begin and the Likud coalition in 1977. Since then, apart from a brief interlude under Yitzchak Rabin, Israel has moved steadily rightwards domestically and with regard to the Occupied Territories, in both cases due to the proliferation of the ultra-Orthodox and the influx of hard-line Russian immigrants.


For those Jews no longer willing to delude themselves, there is something morally repugnant in the behaviour and attitudes of Israel’s foreign minister, Avigdor Lieberman, who has publicly stated that he wants to revoke the citizenship of Israeli Arabs unwilling to swear a loyalty oath to the Jewish state; who tried to prevent two Arab parties that opposed the 2009 Gaza invasion from running candidates for the Knesset; who declared that Arab Knesset members who met with Hamas representatives should be executed; who wants to jail Arabs who publicly mourn on Israel Independence Day, and wishes permanently to deny citizenship to Arabs from other countries who marry Israeli Arab citizens – and yet he is defended and excused by Diaspora apologists dutifully playing monkey to his organ grinder’s tunes. ‘He’s not saying expel them. He’s not saying punish them,’ explained – inevitably – Abe Foxman to the Jewish Telegraphic Agency. Malcolm Hoenlein, the executive vice-chairman of the Presidents’ Conference, assured listeners after the election that brought Lieberman to power that his agenda was ‘far more moderate than the media has presented it’.


Perennial Diaspora optimists detect signs of hope in anti-Establishment groups such as Independent Jewish Voices, its American equivalent For the Sake of Zion, and the American networking site J Street as forces for change and a means of bolstering the bruised and battered Israel peace camp. I wish I could share their optimism. I have been connected with several Israeli initiatives looking for a solution to the Israel–Palestine conflict and the restoration of civility to political discourse in the public arena. Without exception they have all flickered then expired, blown away by the gusts of extremism.


Nowadays, sadder and wiser after more than thirty years of offering my modest support from the pulpit, in articles, on the radio and TV, in public appearances and frequent visits to Israel, to the beleaguered voices of moderation and liberalism that still remain in the country, I watch sadly from the sidelines, helping instead small, quixotic causes such as Daniel Barenboim’s West-East Divan Orchestra, the Neve Shalom–Wahat al Salam Arab–Israeli communal village, and a similar centre in Akko; they are oases in the wilderness, with no political clout or power to affect the bitterly entrenched attitudes of the majority, but heartening examples that with goodwill, willingness to listen to the other’s story and a genuine desire to overcome inbred hatreds, it is possible for Israelis and Palestinians to live, work and make music together in harmony.


Opinion polls are highly volatile, but they do reflect public attitudes at any given time. In 2009, a poll by the Israel Democracy Institute found that 53 per cent of Jewish Israelis – and 77 per cent of recent immigrants from the former USSR – supported the idea of encouraging Arabs to leave the country. In March 2010, another poll reported that 56 per cent of Israeli high-school students – and over 80 per cent of religious high-school students – would deny Israeli Arabs the right to be elected to the Knesset.


As Peter Beinart noted in his NYRB article, ‘Israeli governments come and go, but the Netanyahu coalition is the product of frightening, long-term trends in Israeli society; an ultra-Orthodox population that is increasing dramatically, a settler movement that is growing more radical and more entrenched in the Israeli bureaucracy and army, and a Russian immigrant community that is particularly prone to anti-Arab racism.’ He quoted Shulamit Aloni, one of the brave, moderate and idealistic politicians I used to support, saying, after a posse of settlers had forced a large bookstore to stop selling a book critical of the occupation, ‘Israel has not been democratic for some time now.’


Aloni made her comment before an incident in the Knesset when Anastassia Michaeli, a member of Avigdor Lieberman’s party, rushed to attack physically Hanin Zoabi, the first-ever female member of an Arab party in the Knesset, as she tried to explain from the rostrum why she had joined the Gaza aid flotilla boarded by the Israeli navy. Other members rose from their seats to help Michaeli. Only with great difficulty were the ushers able to protect Zoabi from bodily harm. She comes from a large Palestinian family that has lived in Nazareth for centuries. Michaeli was born in what was then Leningrad, elected Miss St Petersburg, became a model, met and married an Israeli, converted to Judaism and immigrated to Israel. She was not censured for her assault on a fellow Knesset member, but Zoabi was stripped of her parliamentary privileges.9


Yet the Diaspora Israel Lobby automatically continues to defend the indefensible. In May 2010, a petition from American Jews said that the building of more settlements in the West Bank and Arab districts of Jerusalem was ‘morally and politically wrong and feed the de-legitimisation process that Israel currently faces abroad’. The chairman of the Jewish National Fund UK responded with the asinine comment, ‘The Israelis are not stupid natives waiting for their brothers and sisters across the ocean to tell them how to compromise their security.’


Stupid certainly not, but currently in thrall to a Greater Israel vision that is impervious to demography and international opinion. Allied to parochial religious fundamentalism at home, it threatens the future survival of the state as either Jewish or pluralist or democratic. Then Israel will have become part of the Middle East with a vengeance, if not in the way envisaged by its founders. And the rest of the world’s Jews would be well advised to remain where they are in the Diaspora rather than answering the call of aliyah.


Nahman of Bratzlav (1772–1811) was a revered leader of early Chasidism. He used to tell a parable about some courtiers who brought their king distressing news. The harvest had been gathered in, but whoever ate of the crop became mad. No other food was available. What should be done – eat of the harvest and go mad or die of starvation? The king decreed: ‘We all must eat of this crop, but a few of us must remember what the effect will be, to remind us that we are mad!’


My fellow Diaspora Jews need reminding that in our knee-jerk defence of Israel and enthusiasm to accuse anyone who dares criticise the state of being an anti-Semite, we are all in danger of going mad. It is worth investigating how this courtier-like deference to the sovereign demands of the State of Israel came about.
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