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To my brave, strong daughter, Eve Rose Alterman, who taught her old man more in one year about grace and courage than he managed to learn in the previous sixty-one.


“In a world so hard and dirty


So fouled and confused


Searching for a little bit of God’s mercy


I found living proof.”


—Bruce Springsteen, “Living Proof,” 1992
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Levin had often noticed in arguments between the most intelligent people that after enormous efforts, an enormous number of logical subtleties and words, the arguers would finally come to the awareness that what they had spent so long struggling to prove to each other had been known to them long, long before, from the beginning of the argument, but that they had loved different things, and therefore did not want to name what they loved, so as not to be challenged.


—Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, Book IV, chapter XIII, 1877


A man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest.


—Paul Simon, “The Boxer,” 1970















INTRODUCTION



WORKING ON A DREAM


The space that Israel occupies in US political debates is, by any measure, extraordinary. In land area, the Jewish state ranks 149th in a list of 195 independent nations—it is smaller than Belize and El Salvador and only slightly larger than Slovenia. And yet, despite its size, and despite its distance from the United States, Israel, and particularly its conflicts with the Palestinians and surrounding nations, remains one of the most intensely debated topics in all of American politics. The participants in these debates often treat competing arguments not as matters of policy, but as challenges to their personal identities. This tendency has long been evident among American Jews, but in recent decades it has also become true of millions of conservative Christians. More and more, it is evident in Israel’s opponents as well. This identity-infused inflexibility is one of many causes of the debate’s intensity and one reason why arguments so often veer away from any recognizable reality experienced by the people who actually live there.


Just as extraordinary as the degree of attention paid to Israel in the United States is the level of support it receives. This support takes countless forms. Most obviously, it can be seen in opinion polls, in which Americans demonstrate significantly more sympathy for Israel, as opposed to the Palestinians, than do citizens of any other nation on earth. This is true for liberals, conservatives, and moderates alike. And it is true not only for Jews, but also for Protestants and for Catholics. It is true—or at least it has been, until recently—for almost everyone, with just a few significant exceptions.1


Israel’s popularity with US citizens, however, does not begin to explain the degree of indulgence it receives from the US government. After all, gun control, strict environmental regulation, and higher taxes on the super-wealthy also poll extremely well with the public but are not at all reflected in congressional legislation. In addition, “foreign aid” is just about the most unpopular cause, at least in the abstract, that any pollster can identify. And yet America’s generosity to Israel is literally unparalleled, not only in US history, but in the history of any nation. Since its founding in 1948, Israel has been by far the largest US foreign aid recipient, despite the fact that it has grown to be among the world’s dozen wealthiest nations (as measured by per capita gross domestic product). What’s more, Israel receives this aid, as policy scholars Amnon Cavari and Elan Nyer have put it, “earlier than other countries, with fewer limitations on how to use the funds and minimal bureaucratic oversight (essentially unaudited allocation) and is one of the very few countries that benefit from laws permitting tax deductions for contributions to foreign charities.” Since 1997, the United States has had a law that demands that it vet the human rights records of all military units in any nation that enjoys US aid. Alas, according to a 2021 study published by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Israel is “the only country in the world for which the United States does not have tracking mechanisms to determine which weapons go to which military unit,” and hence is free to ignore this requirement.


US law ensures that Israel receives sufficient military support to maintain a “qualitative military edge” over any and all combinations of its potential adversaries. Israel is invited by law to receive preferential treatment as a bidder on US defense contracts, and it is often given surplus US equipment at minimal (if any) cost. Under President Barack Obama, the United States signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) in which it committed itself to providing Israel with $38 billion in military aid over a period of nine years. This pledge is unlike any other US foreign commitment. Diplomatically, the US government has often treated Israeli priorities as indistinguishable from its own. Between 1946 and 2012, for instance, fully more than half of the vetoes the United States employed in the United Nations Security Council were devoted to the defense of Israel.


This book is a history of the debate over Israel in the United States: about its founding, its character, its conflicts—both internal and external, especially as they relate to the Palestinians—and many other issues. It pays particular attention to the actions and concerns of American Jews, as historically they have stood at the center of the debate, oftentimes defining its terms and policing its borders. It is not a book about Israel itself, US diplomacy in the Middle East, or the fate of the Palestinian people inside or outside Israel’s borders (however one might define these). My shelves are already groaning from books on those topics, and, as I hope to make clear in the coming pages, actual events in and around Israel and the arguments that Americans have about them are birds of decidedly different feathers. While Middle Eastern realities undoubtedly do play a role in determining the contours of the US debate, they do so in unpredictable, often irrational ways. Over time, the American debate over Israel ultimately turns on its own axis, with a center located not in Jerusalem or Tel Aviv, but in midtown Manhattan and Washington, DC. It is in this “public sphere,” as defined in 1962 by the German philosopher Jurgen Habermas, where I find my focus.


Even to use the singular form for the word “debate” with regard to Israel, the Arab nations, and the Palestinians can be misleading. Over time, countless debates have arisen, and these have spilled into one another in complicated ways, psychologically no less than politically, to the point where it becomes virtually impossible to make sense of any of them without taking at least some account of all of them. And as an Israeli policy analyst, Calev Ben-Dor, observed in 2021, “All essays, books and documentaries about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or peace process will inevitably be criticised for perceived bias. Do they give too much or too little attention to any number of factors…?” “Objectivity” and “comprehensiveness” are words that have no meaning in a conflict such as this one, where views are held intensely, and where they frequently seem impervious to contradictory evidence. I don’t doubt that this work will invite considerable criticism by those who see their own side treated in a manner they consider to be unsympathetic or lacking in the crucial fact or insight that would, in their eyes, undermine my entire analysis. It is my profound hope, however, that we—reader and author—will be able to transcend these moments and ultimately come to see this work, to borrow a frequently misused phrase, to be both “fair and balanced” in its treatment of the topics I seek to address.2


The wildly disproportionate amount of attention Israel receives in American political discourse today is not exactly a historical anomaly. Even before the state was born, its future first president, Chaim Weizmann, wrote to President Harry S. Truman that “Palestine, for its size, is probably the most investigated country in the world.” And that has been true across approximately two thousand years of human history. As the historian David Nirenberg reminded us, the ancient Egyptians, the early Christians, the first followers of the Prophet Muhammad, and medieval Europeans all “invoked Jews to explain topics as diverse as famine, plague, and the tax policies of their princes.” In their writings, the words “Jew, Hebrew, Semite, Israelite, and Israel appear with a frequency stunningly disproportionate to any populations of living Jews in those societies.”3


People all over the world have marveled for millennia at the imagined mystical power of the Jews over the societies in which they have found themselves following expulsions from their previous homes. Dedicated to scholarship and spiritual salvation, Jews judged their condition to be one of endless episodes of political impotence and vulnerability. They viewed themselves as an “ever-dying people,” in the words of the mid-twentieth-century Polish-born American Jewish philosopher Simon Rawidowicz. Indeed, it was hardly unusual for the members of a diaspora community in any time or place—even before the Holocaust—to see themselves as “the final link in Israel’s chain.” Aside from the lucky few who relocated from Germany to the United States in the early to mid-nineteenth century, they consistently adopted what the Columbia University Jewish historian Salo Baron termed a “lachrymose” interpretation of their own history. Although Baron had in mind the nineteenth-century Polish Jewish historian Heinrich Graetz, the view he was criticizing was perhaps enunciated most cogently by a historian who also happened to be the father of Israel’s longest-serving prime minister. Speaking to The New Yorker’s David Remnick in 1998, Benzion Netanyahu explained that “Jewish history is in large measure a history of holocausts.”4


The creation of a Jewish state was a dream few ever dared to seriously propose before the founder of modern Zionism, Theodor Herzl, came along, at the end of the nineteenth century. Or, if they did, the task of its realization was understood to be the business of the Almighty rather than mere mortals. Even when, in the aftermath of the Shoah, the dream miraculously came true, it nevertheless continued to function as a dream. Ironically, this process mirrored a deeply rooted Jewish tradition. The Talmud draws a distinction between “the Jerusalem of above” and “the Jerusalem of below”—between the Heavenly Jerusalem, the one of hopes and dreams, and the Earthly Jerusalem, the one of walls and stones.


Addressing this phenomenon, the secular Israeli novelist Amos Oz advised that the “only way to keep a dream rosy and intact is to never live it out.” Would Israel be “a moral light unto the nations,” or a “nonstop macho show”? Or, better yet, “an incarnation of the Jewish shtetl from Eastern Europe”? As Oz so wisely observed, for Jews, at least, Israel is “a conglomeration of dreams, fantasies, blueprints and master plans.” Rather than attempting to unpack, and therefore understand, this extremely complex society and the problems it faced, American Jews imagined an Israel that bore only a passing resemblance to the actual country under construction. When the dream has appeared to conflict with a far messier reality, it has almost always been the dream that carried the day.5


The question of how well Israel has managed to live up to the myths created for it—leaving aside the fact that no nation possibly could have done so—is one that most members of the American Jewish community have long sought to avoid. The political scientist Leon Hadar tells a story that nicely illustrates this dynamic: In the late 1980s, an American Jewish women’s organization sponsored a screening in New York of a young woman’s critical documentary, at least in part financed by the Israeli government, about how the Israeli military treated its female soldiers. Even though the film was shown to what one would have expected to be a sympathetic audience, made up of young, well-educated, and presumably feminist-oriented Jewish women, the reaction, when the filmmaker was introduced following the screening, was polite applause followed by deafening silence. Eventually, a woman stood up and said something along the following lines: “Look, you are obviously a very talented producer and I am sure that you presented an accurate picture. But you have to understand that for us Israel is a fantasy, and we would like to keep it that way. So please don’t come here and try to destroy this fantasy for us!”6


Before Herzl published his landmark 1896 pamphlet Der Judenstaat (The State of the Jews, usually mistranslated as The Jewish State), support in the United States for the notion of Jewish sovereignty in the Holy Land came almost exclusively from Christians. America’s Jews at the time constituted a largely assimilated, well-to-do community of mostly German origins whose members feared that any sympathy for the cause of a separate nation for Jews could easily lead their Christian neighbors to question their patriotism. Beginning in the early 1900s, however, this stance softened considerably, and in the mid-1940s it changed entirely as the horrific consequences of Nazi atrocities came to light. News of the Shoah provided a kind of last straw for Jews who had hoped they might someday be welcomed to live in relative safety and security anywhere outside the United States (which, in 1924, had also closed its doors to virtually all immigrants). If Jews were to survive in the future, they would need their own homeland.


Once this “miracle” came to pass with Israel’s founding in 1948, for many American Jews, that was that. They contributed funds to help settle new immigrants, plant forests, and build schools, but they did not much visit, and they certainly did not “make aliyah”—that is, move to Israel—in significant numbers. Nor did they encourage their children to do so. Nor did they feel a need to involve themselves in Israel’s political or diplomatic disputes. As Jewish Americans, their concerns were with America. In one of the great ironies of perhaps all human history, “after 2000 years of exile and persecution, the Jews had become a success story,” wrote the Israeli journalist Anshel Pfeffer. In reality, it was not just one success story, but two simultaneous stories, and each contradicted the other. “American Jews were finally proving that, in the land of the free, there was no need for a Jewish homeland and Israeli Jews were proving that only in their homeland could Jews be truly free.” For American Jews, as Philip Roth put it, “Zion was the United States.”7


But even without Israel looming nearly as large as it later would in the minds of most American Jews, discussions in Congress and the media and in most communities in the United States in the decades following May 1948 were still largely “pro-Israel” arguments. This was due in part to the political savvy of American Jewish organizations; in part to a durable, if muted, loyalty among the Jewish population at large; and in part, and most significantly, to the cultural and (especially) financial power exercised on behalf of Israel’s cause.


A fundamental change in American Jewish attitudes took place in the immediate aftermath of the 1967 Six-Day War as fears of a “second Holocaust” gave way to an emotional embrace of Israel that shocked even those who experienced it. Before 1967, save for the years immediately surrounding the founding of the state in 1948, the agendas of America’s major Jewish organizations were shaped by the traditional concerns of American liberalism, with a focus on social services together with issues related to racial discrimination and the legal separation of church and state. By choosing liberal causes that were “good for the Jews,” but not only for the Jews, they managed to elude the traditional divide between Jewish “particularism” (that is, concern only for fellow Jews) and “universalism” (the desire to “repair the world,” or tikkun olam, in Hebrew), embracing both simultaneously.


But the polite, law-abiding version of liberalism to which American Jews had attached themselves following the New Deal began to come under siege from both left and right in the period leading up to the 1967 war. Jews often felt themselves caught in the crossfire. On one side were calls for “Black Power” and growing identification with an Israel-skeptical third world among their erstwhile allies in the civil rights movement, along with New Left condemnations of “Amerikkka” from some of their own children, a reference to the Ku Klux Klan and racism in America. On the other were seductive declarations of an aggressive America faithfully standing by her allies emanating from an increasingly influential American right wing, a group that American Jews had hitherto been uncomfortable with politically, culturally, and religiously. Following the shock of Israel’s smashing six-day victory, however, literally everything—race relations, social justice, social services, Jewish education, and anything else you can think of—immediately took a distant back seat in Jewish communal life to support for Israel. The attachment to Israel became what Rabbi Alexander Schindler, a widely respected twentieth-century leader of Reform Judaism, American Jewry’s most popular denomination, compared to “a kind of kidney machine, without which [American Jews] cannot live.”8


The other cause that appeared to excite funders and Jewish leaders inspired by the Six-Day War was Holocaust remembrance. This, too, however, can be understood as an aspect of the community’s arsenal of arguments for Israel. The horrific history of the Shoah became inextricably intertwined with arguments in defense of Israel’s increasingly harsh treatment of Palestinians and its apparently endless occupation of the West Bank. Jews did not forfeit their liberal beliefs, but most were willing to lay them aside whenever they were understood to come in conflict with support for Israel. This transformation reshaped the meaning of secular American Jews’ cultural and religious identities, as these became synonymous with an enthusiastic embrace of Zionism together with angry efforts to excommunicate anyone who dared dissent from this consensus. As the Jewish scholar and rabbi Shaul Magid has written, “The Jewish discourse about Zionism [became] Jewish identity itself.” Zionism now defined Jewish legitimacy. It was “no longer part of a larger conversation. It define[d] the conversation.”9


As just one example of how powerfully this phenomenon manifested itself in the world of professional Jewish organizations, take Kenneth Stern, scholar of antisemitism, who joined the (formerly non-Zionist) American Jewish Committee in 1989 and spent the next twenty-five years laboring in its vineyards. He later recalled that “no one felt less a part of the AJC family because of how, or if, they observed the Jewish religion.” Staff members were never asked whether they planned to attend High Holiday services. But he and his colleagues (including those who were not Jewish) felt “tremendous pressure” to attend New York’s annual “Salute to Israel” parade. “There were multiple memos, the tone and content of which suggested it would hurt one’s career not to show up, even though the parade was on Sunday, a day off,” he wrote. At the same time, Stern saw his organization “sacrifice an instinct for serious thought, discussion and self-reflection in favor of ardent pro-Israel advocacy.” The need to appear “‘strong’ in defense of the Jewish people, as both a political end and a fundraising necessity, trumped nuance,” and “even private, internal questioning of the wisdom of public positions on Israel became more difficult.”10


Prior to 1967, Israel enjoyed broad support in the United States, especially among liberals and leftists. It was perceived to be a Spartan, socialist, anti-imperialist nation and very much an underdog in its constant battle with the surrounding Arab nations that sought its destruction. The image of an Israeli David fighting off the Arab Goliath—memorialized in the enormously popular 1958 book and 1960 movie Exodus—was more misleading than illuminating, but it lived on as a tool for Israel’s supporters in the debates they faced. Once the world separated itself into competing camps during the Cold War—almost simultaneously with Israel’s creation—Israel’s leaders took advantage of multiple opportunities to prove their new nation’s usefulness to the United States in its Manichean struggle with the USSR. Israel’s ability to call itself “the only democracy in the Middle East” earned it considerable credit with the non-Jewish American public, which, in any case, was decidedly not, under almost any circumstances, predisposed to identify with darker-skinned Muslim nations.


The debate about Israel’s character began to shift in the 1980s. Tens of millions of evangelical Christians, newly empowered in US politics by Ronald Reagan’s 1980 election victory, took up Israel’s cause. In doing so, they joined the mostly secular, mostly Jewish neoconservative pundits and politicos who had seized on an all-but-unquestioning defense of Israel as a fundamental ideological precept. (Israel’s 1977 election of the conservative Likud Party, led by Menachem Begin, to replace the socialist-oriented Labor Party served to smooth the path of both parties into this political space.) The evangelical/neocon alliance was knit together in part by the Israeli government and in part by the growing power of what has come to be called the “Israel lobby.” This alliance was accompanied, however, by a gradual sense of distance and disillusionment on the part of many American Jews, especially younger ones, who became increasingly alienated by the rightward direction of Israel’s politics and its harsh treatment of the Palestinian populations under its (apparently permanent) authority.


In the 1940s, the Zionist leader Rabbi Abraham “Abba” Hillel Silver had defined Reform Judaism as inhabiting “the common ground between Zionism and liberalism, Judaism and America.” But as Israel came to be perceived as more and more a conservative cause, liberals and leftists evinced growing sympathy for the plight of the displaced Palestinians, who, now stateless and oppressed, had come to occupy the underdog role that history had previously assigned to the Jews. Among intellectuals and inside America’s universities, their cause was often likened to the cause of Black South Africans against their country’s apartheid system. Secular American Jews remained stubbornly liberal compared to almost all other ethnic and religious groups. Indeed, sociologists Charles S. Liebman and Steven M. Cohen have found that for these American Jews, “liberalism is not merely a characteristic but clearly a major component of their understanding of what it means to be a Jew.”* But the contradiction between support for an increasingly illiberal Israel and for liberal struggles at home, especially in the age of Trump, presaged yet another potential transformation.11




If the Israelis had chosen a motto for their country, they could have done worse than to use a statement that the nation’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, repeated often: “It matters not what the Goyim say, but what the Jews do.” To an awe-inspiring degree, Israel, a tiny, initially quite poor, beleaguered nation, consistently chose its own path regardless of the obstacles that lay before it. From the moment of Israel’s victory in its war of independence—what the Palestinians call the “Nakba,” or “catastrophe”—its leaders have rarely proved willing even to entertain the demands of the Palestinians, the Arab world, or the majority of the members of the United Nations. In resisting these demands, it has always been able to count on the unswerving support of the US government.12


Aluf Benn, editor-in-chief of Israel’s Haaretz newspaper, summed up the history of this relationship in 2021, writing, “From the day [Israel] was granted independence, and even before that, relations with the Palestinians have been the central topic on the agenda of the Zionist movement and the State of Israel. And since 1948, every American president and administration has acted in accordance with Israel’s stance without exception.” This was true “even as [the presidents] grumbled about the settlements or sought to restrain the Israeli army in Lebanon or Gaza or mediated the peace process.” Never, Benn continued, has any US administration asked Israel “to dismantle the settlements or grant the Palestinian refugees from 1948 the ‘right of return’—issues which are the foundation of the Arab stance on the conflict.” Moreover, “despite the wide-ranging support of the international community to end the occupation and establish a Palestinian state, the American veto in the UN Security Council has impeded any plan for international pressure or sanctions against Israel aimed at changing Israeli policy.”13


Much of Israel’s success in securing the support of so many US administrations has been due to the efforts of American Jews and their practice of what the Cornell University political scientist Benedict Anderson called “long-distance nationalism.” Anderson coined the term to define the relationship between exiles, immigrants, and the offspring of any individual home nation. The relationship between the American Jewish community and Israel represents a unique political achievement, but what is most extraordinary about it is that this nationalistic commitment is dedicated to a country where few American Jews have ever lived, where a language is spoken in which precious few are fluent, and that many have not even visited.14


Israel’s sixth president, Chaim Herzog, paid tribute to the remarkable accomplishment of American Jews in 1985 when he observed, “Never have Diaspora Jews been so politically powerful since Joseph sat next to Pharaoh’s throne.” Though they barely constitute 2 percent of the US population, American Jews—or at least their self-appointed leaders and spokesmen—have fervently supported Israel in politics as well as in the media and in their home communities, and they have met with remarkable success. Once conservative Christians joined them in the 1980s, the two communities, while sharing little else politically and almost nothing at all culturally, created one of the most powerful political forces in all of American politics—one that politicians resisted at the risk of their careers. In December 2018, Democratic House Speaker Nancy Pelosi proudly proclaimed to a Jewish audience that if the US Capitol ever “crumbled to the ground, the last thing that would remain is our support for Israel.”15


Another advantage Israelis enjoy in the context of American politics is patience. Whatever unhappy noises a US official might feel compelled to make about any Israeli government action—whether building new settlements or bombing an Arab neighbor’s nuclear reactor—Americans will eventually give in, or, more likely, lose interest. In a secretly recorded 2001 discussion with West Bank settlers, Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu explained this commonly held view. “I know what America is,” he told them. “America is a thing that can be easily moved, moved in the right direction.… They will not bother us.” At the same time that Israelis have depended on American Jews to ensure the political and financial support they needed to carry out their aims, they have tended to view these same Jews with only barely disguised contempt. This is a view consistent with Zionist ideology, which sought to rebel against what its writers and thinkers held to be the shameful history of Jewish diasporic living. The early twentieth-century Zionist poet and author Joseph Chaim Brenner, for example, called diaspora Jews “Gypsies and filthy dogs.” The view spanned the Zionist ideological spectrum, with thinker A. D. Gordon, considered one of Labor Zionism’s most influential early writers and thinkers, describing diaspora Jewish life as the “parasitism of a fundamentally useless people”; Vladimir Ze’ev Jabotinsky, the founder of Revisionist Zionism, calling them “ugly, sickly Yids,” and insisting that Zionists must “eliminate the Diaspora or the Diaspora will eliminate you”; and the great liberal novelist A. B. Yehoshua mocking American Jews for only “playing with Jewishness” while Israelis lived it every day.16


In 2014, Rabbi David Ellenson, president of Hebrew Union College, which trains American Reform rabbis, called for a Zionism “built upon the dialectical foundations of universalism and particularism,” in which both were accorded “religious legitimacy.” But this was the last thing Israelis had in mind. As the ultra-religious grew ever more influential in Israel, the society created there further distanced the two sets of Jews with a turn toward ever more restrictive religiously based laws and culture. American rabbis saw their marriages and conversions unrecognized in Israel, and their religious authority mocked not only in synagogue, but also in that nation’s laws. In 2017, Shlomo Amar, Israel’s former Sephardic Chief Rabbi, called Reform Jews—by far the largest religious denomination for American Jews—“worse than Holocaust deniers.” This followed on the 2016 comment by Israel’s deputy minister of education, Meir Porush, that “Reform Jews should be sent to the dogs.”17


American Jews have sometimes challenged the Israelis on these matters, but their protests have rarely produced results. Despite pride in their heritage, American Jews have often, though sometimes secretly to themselves, shared the Israeli view of their second-class status. The famed American Jewish literary critic Alfred Kazin wrote in his 1978 memoir, New York Jew, of growing weary over what he deemed to be “Zionist contempt for Jewish life elsewhere in the world.” And yet Kazin, the author of a foundational text of American literary criticism—one that holds a special place in the history of Jewish cultural assimilation into the mainstream of American intellectual life—had admitted, in an entry in his journal five years earlier, that “the State of Israel reminds me of myself,” and “myself reminds me of the State of Israel.” Saul Bellow, the Nobel laureate American Jewish author, added a measure of militant pride to this common but often inchoate sense of psychological connection felt by so many American Jews of his generation when he observed, in a 1988 lecture, that “the founders of Israel restored the lost respect of the Jews by their manliness. They removed the curse of the Holocaust, of the abasement of victimization from them, and for this the Jews of the Diaspora were grateful and repaid Israel with their loyal support.”18


As Bellow implied, Israel’s military prowess is often employed as an expression of Jewish power in American Jewish life and Jewish literature. One can see the role it plays as a kind of psychological antidote for the humiliations of Jewish history, as well as for the personal feelings of inadequate masculinity that many American Jewish men have experienced growing up in a culture that did not value their commitment to scholarship over physical prowess. In an infamous 1963 essay, “My Negro Problem—and Ours,” Commentary editor Norman Podhoretz spoke of being “repeatedly beaten up, robbed, and in general hated, terrorized, and humiliated” by Blacks as an adolescent. Podhoretz, having been faced with “Negroes” who were “tougher than we were, more ruthless,” and who “on the whole… were better athletes,” and forced, in lieu of fighting back, to “retreat, half whimpering” in a “nauseating experience of cowardice,” later reveled in Israel’s military victories over its darker-skinned Arab adversaries. He would celebrate, for instance, what he termed “the most brilliant institution of a reestablished Jewish sovereignty in the Land of Israel” to be the fact that the Israelis had overcome “the pacific habits… of the past two thousand years” of Jewish history. The same tendency can be seen reaching an almost comical apotheosis in the macho rhetoric of the likes of longtime New Republic owner Martin Peretz, who, following one of Israel’s occasional military incursions into Gaza—this one in 2008—warned, apparently in all seriousness, “For centuries, Jewish blood was cheap. The message is: don’t fuck with Israel.”19


During a 2012 interview on NBC’s Meet the Press, host David Gregory addressed Israeli prime minister Netanyahu as “the leader of the Jewish people.” Gregory, who is Jewish, later clarified his remarks on Twitter, explaining that it would have been “better to say he’s leader of jewish state,” but in voicing the unstated assumptions of most American Jews and many of his colleagues in the mainstream media, he was right the first time. Certainly, Israelis have received little or no pushback from American Jewish leaders on this point. Instead, prominent American Jews have tended to take their orders from the Israelis and run with them. In 2021, for instance, the liberal ice-cream impresarios Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield announced that they would no longer allow their ice cream to be sold in the occupied territories, though it remained widely available across Israel itself. In doing so, they spoke in the traditional terms of American liberal Zionists. Describing themselves as “proud Jews” and “supporters of the State of Israel,” they said they simply wished to voice their opposition both to the “Boycott, Sanction and Divest” movement, which targets all of Israel, and to an Israeli policy that “perpetuates an illegal occupation that is a barrier to peace and violates the basic human rights of the Palestinian people who live under the occupation.” Israel’s foreign ministry, however, immediately sent out instructions to mainstream American Jewish organizations demanding a mobilization against the ice-cream businessmen, and these groups fell into line, denouncing them as “ugly,” “shameful,” “bigoted,” “antisemitic,” and “dangerous,” among other epithets.20


In his 2022 book It Could Happen Here, Anti-Defamation League CEO Jonathan Greenblatt called Cohen and Greenfield’s decision “an insidious effort to delegitimize the Jewish state.” Pro-Israel lobbyists demanded—and won—divestment from whatever investments their pension funds held in the ice-cream company’s parent company, Unilever. These and other punitive actions were taken because the two men took a position that Israel and the occupied territories should be treated as separate entities—that the West Bank was not “Israel,” and vice versa, even though they did so at a time when most Americans, including 58 percent of American Jews, wanted the United States to restrict its aid to Israel to prevent it from being spent on settlements. The purpose of the response, as William Daroff, CEO of the fifty-three-member Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organizations, the umbrella group for mainstream Jewish leaders, explained, was intimidation. “With Ben & Jerry’s, it’s not just about Unilever,” he explained in a February 2022 interview. “It’s about every other multinational company that may come under pressure from fringe elements. And we want them to see the tsuris (Yiddish for suffering)—that’s the technical term—that has been caused for Unilever in state capitals, where 33 states have effected some sort of action to push back against boycott, divestment and sanctions.” (Their tactics succeeded when Unilever, over the objections of both Ben and Jerry, who sued their parent company to express their objections, agreed in June 2022 to sell its Israeli operations to a local corporation that planned to service settlements in the occupied territories.)21


The Jewish journalist J. J. Goldberg noted in 1996 that American Jewish leaders were becoming “ever more incomprehensible to the majority of their fellow [American] Jews.” Today this is truer than ever. While the leaders of American Jewish organizations are constantly on planes traveling to meet with their counterparts in Israel, fewer than half of all American Jews have ever visited the country, to say nothing of the tiny percentage who could communicate in Hebrew if they had to. And yet, despite their names, groups such as the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the American Jewish Committee (AJC), and the United Jewish Appeal (UJA) are not in any democratic sense accountable to the community for whom they claim to speak. They are answerable only to the wealthy donors who control their boards of directors. According to a 2018 study conducted by conservative financier Sanford Bernstein’s Avi Chai Foundation, just a “small pool of deep-pocketed donors” accounts for between 80 and 90 percent of all Jewish institutional funding. As a result, “the Jewish community is becoming even less of a representative democracy than it ever was,” said Jack Wertheimer, a politically conservative American Jewish history professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary, who wrote a lengthy essay accompanying the study. Wertheimer argued that this development has undermined the “consensus-driven approach to Jewish communal life… because these larger donors want what they want.”22


None of this should have surprised anyone who was paying attention. During the Trump presidency, according to the Pew Research Center, 92 percent of Israeli Jews considered themselves political centrists or on the right, while 78 percent of American Jews identified with the center or the political left. The 2020 presidential election found more than three-quarters of American Jews preferring Joe Biden over Donald Trump, but among Israel’s Jews, these views were almost perfectly reversed, with 70 percent favoring Trump (a view that was shared by the roughly 10 percent of American Jews who count themselves as “Orthodox”). According to a 2022 survey, Israel was literally the only major Western nation in the world to hold that preference. And yet on Israel-related matters, the political priorities of the best-funded and most politically influential American Jewish organizations often reflect the views of Israeli Jews, together with the tiny minority of conservative and ultra-religious American Jews who share those right-wing, hawkish ideas, rather than those of the dovish majority for whom they ever more anachronistically claim to speak.23


Thanks to a few extremely wealthy Jewish funders and the commitment of millions of Christian conservatives, Republicans remain firmly in the hardline, pro-Israel camp. Democrats, however, are moving away from lockstep fealty to Israel on all matters, and even electing the occasional openly pro-Palestinian candidate. On campus, the movement to boycott Israel—sometimes led, and often supported, by Jewish students—continues to grow, causing parents and grandparents to panic and raising questions about the future of both American Jewry and US foreign policy. For the moment, despite having experienced a shaky period during the short Israel/Hamas war of May 2021, the pro-Israel consensus among US political elites remains intact, especially when judged by the support Israel continues to enjoy in Congress and elsewhere in the US government.


Meanwhile, the Israeli/Palestinian conflict remains a wound that continues to fester. Hopes for peace among American Jews and others may rise and fall with events, but the willingness, by either side in the region, to commit to the compromises necessary to create a genuinely stable peace has never come remotely close enough to reality to be tested. As longtime US negotiator Aaron David Miller admitted, “The politically inconvenient truth is that the three factors necessary to have any chance of ending the Israeli-Palestinian conflict—strong leaders who are eager to get things done fast, a workable deal, and effective U.S. mediation—have never been present.” What is left in the wake of the constant failure to find a peaceful solution to the conflict, therefore, is a fight about how to best distribute the blame. And while other issues of Middle Eastern politics come and go, the fierceness of this particular fight has never subsided.24


What follows is a combination of exploration and analysis of America’s apparently endless series of arguments about Israel, together with an interrogation of their implications for the future of the United States, its Jews, the state of the world, and many aspects of global politics and culture that the debates have influenced since they first entered our political life and culture well more than a century ago.


Footnote


* I should note here that Steven M. Cohen, whose sociological studies of American Jewry are referenced here and elsewhere in the book, was named in 2018 as a serial sexual harasser by multiple women. He was also accused of using his position as the most influential researcher of American Jewry, as well as his professorship at Hebrew Union College, to do so. Cohen admitted to these charges and lost his position at the college, and he has since been generally (though not completely) spurned in the Jewish scholarly community. He is not, however, the only person quoted in this book about whom such allegations have been made. Similar charges were leveled against former New Republic literary editor Leon Wieseltier (in 2017), as well as against Michael Steinhardt, the billionaire Jewish funder of various schools, scholarships, and Jewish programs (in 2019 and earlier). In addition, Steinhardt has admitted to purchasing millions of dollars’ worth of stolen ancient artifacts. Wieseltier and Steinhardt have admitted to certain allegations made against them while insisting on questioning the circumstances and interpretations of others. A number of scholars whose work and arguments I respect have drawn connections between the despicable actions of these men and the agendas each one pursued regarding the debate over Judaism and Israel. And while I agree that in many cases these connections may very well matter, I have chosen not to pursue this line of argument when referring to them or to their work in this book, in each case for the sake of the continuity of my more central argument. But I wish to make it crystal clear that I made this choice because I remain uncertain about how their behavior might be relevant to their arguments, not because I question the women who have come forward to tell their stories. I do not, and I remain grateful for their bravery in having done so. On the larger issue, see Lila Corwin Berman, Kate Rosenblatt, and Ronit Y. Stahl, “Continuity Crisis: The History and Sexual Politics of an American Jewish Communal Project,” American Jewish History 104, nos. 2/3 (April/July 2020): 167–194.
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CHAPTER 1



ZIONISM FOR THEE, BUT NOT FOR ME


At midnight on May 14, 1948, in Tel Aviv, the Jewish Agency chairman, David Ben-Gurion, proclaimed the founding of the first Jewish nation-state in nearly two thousand years. Barely ten minutes later, at 6:11 p.m. Eastern Standard Time in Washington, DC, the White House issued a statement recognizing “the provisional government as the de facto authority of the State of Israel.” The proclamation followed on President Truman’s decision the previous November to instruct the US delegation to the United Nations to vote in favor of the partition of the British protectorate of Palestine into separate, independent Jewish and Arab states, joining in the 33–13 majority. Ten nations abstained, and six Arab nations walked out, refusing to take part in the vote.


The following day’s Washington Post carried the headline “Recognition of Israel Stuns U.N. Delegates” on its front page, but it shouldn’t have stunned anyone. Recognition was a long time coming. And however painfully arrived at, it was a decision that left Truman prouder than just about any other he had made as president. Truman took it seriously, if not literally, when Hebrew University president Eliahu Elath promised that his name would be “inscribed ‘in golden letters in the four thousand years’ history’ of the Jewish people.” “I am Cyrus, I am Cyrus,” the president proudly proclaimed, comparing himself to the Persian king who had liberated the Israelites from Babylonian exile, inviting them to return to Israel in the sixth century BCE. Truman claimed to have read the Bible cover to cover three times by the time he turned 14.1


Reality has a way of ruining a fantastic storyline. The return of the Jewish people to Palestine, the revival of the Hebrew language, and the creation of the modern economic and military powerhouse that is Israel is a story so unlikely that for over a thousand years—short of prayer for Divine intervention—nobody much even entertained the belief that anything like it might ever be possible. Palestine had been inhabited by Jews since the fall of the Persian king Cyrus the Great in 539 BCE, when the period of the Babylonian exile ended and the restrictions on a Jewish presence in the land then called “Judah” were lifted. Sovereignty over the land remained in flux under various rulers. The Roman general Pompey the Great conquered Jerusalem in 63 BCE; the Romans ruled Palestine until 66 CE, when the Jews rebelled. Rome had reconquered the land by 70 CE, destroying the city’s Second Temple. The temple’s protective Western Wall, now the holiest site in the Jewish religion, was the only thing left standing. Many Jews fled, but many were also captured and enslaved or perished in the siege preceding the Roman victory. The Jews who remained, limited by their circumstances, left the question of state sovereignty to others. Most simply wanted to ensure a Jewish presence in their homeland, should the Messiah decide that it was time to make an appearance.


Different Jewish sects had wildly differing views on the question of whether humans had (or should have) any role to play in the timing of God’s decision about the Messiah’s appearance, especially given the prevailing theological belief that the Israelites had been exiled for their sins. Almost all the rabbis endorsed the view that “if the Jewish people repent they are redeemed, and if not they are not redeemed,” as stated in the Talmud, the multivolume text of rabbinical interpretation on how to live Jewish life. But just what this meant in terms of actual behavior remained in dispute, subject, as always, to the unfathomable intentions of God. Jews may have chanted “Next year in Jerusalem” each year at the close of their Passover seders. But it was not until the end of the nineteenth century that almost any Jew anywhere dared utter these words with the intention of bringing about a collective, purposeful objective for the Jewish people in their ancient city.2


The modern-day Zionist political movement began in Basel, Switzerland, in August 1897, when Theodor Herzl (born Benjamin Ze’ev Herzl in Budapest), then thirty-seven years old, managed to assemble a group of like-minded Jews at the First Zionist Congress. In the 1880s, the Jewish population of Palestine, then under the gradually crumbling rule of the Ottoman Empire, had already begun to swell with emigration from the Russian “Pale of Settlement”—an area with strict borders subject to rules about where Jews were and were not allowed to live. During the “First Aliya”—from 1882 to 1903—the Jewish population of Palestine roughly doubled, rising from 25,000 to some 50,000. Those who arrived had many different backgrounds and motivations, however. Some were Marxists, anarchists, or other types of radicals; others were religious Jews; and quite a few embraced capitalism, purchasing land and hiring local Arab labor. Almost all were escaping a Russia in which pogroms, together with Jewish expulsions, sometimes of entire villages, had become an almost regular feature of daily life. As these attacks intensified, a “Second Aliya” would later bring another 35,000 to 40,000 Jews from the Pale in the years before the beginning of World War I. By 1914, their numbers had reached about 85,000 out of a total Palestinian population of roughly 700,000. At the time of the First Congress, Jews in Palestine were still considered to be an anomaly. Of the roughly 2,367,000 Jews who eventually left Europe during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, an estimated 2,022,000 chose America as their destination.3


Herzl himself was a nearly perfectly assimilated Jew. While he had been confirmed on his thirteenth birthday, he had never been Bar Mitzvahed, and once he said he wanted nothing so much as to have been born into the Prussian nobility. (Herzl’s own son converted to Christianity.) A prominent, well-traveled, and culturally sophisticated editor and former correspondent for Neue Freie Presse (New Free Press), a leading European newspaper, he was deeply affected by the spectacle of what would become France’s Dreyfus affair, which began in 1894 and was not resolved until 1906. In this incident, a French Jewish military officer had been repeatedly tried for allegedly betraying the nation to its enemies. The antisemitic fury unleashed at the innocent Captain Dreyfus disabused Herzl (and many Jews with him) of the belief that the 1791 political emancipation of France’s Jews would end their persecution.


Herzl published his now famous pamphlet calling for the creation of a modern Jewish homeland, with the subtitle Versuch einer modernen Lösung der Judenfrage (Proposal of a Modern Solution for the Jewish Question), in February 1896, just fourteen months after Dreyfus’s first trial and (later overturned) conviction. The first English translation appeared in May of the same year. His was not the first call for Jews to begin establishing a homeland, and Herzl was agnostic about its location. Sometimes he entertained the idea of Argentina, at other times what is now Kenya. But when it became clear that support could only be built for the Jews’ biblical homeland, he settled on Palestine. It is no exaggeration to say that Herzl saw himself as a modern-day Moses. “I shall do something for the Jews, but not with them,” he told the philanthropist Baron Maurice de Hirsch. With tireless dedication and a history-changing combination of chutzpah and charisma, he somehow succeeded in not only forging an extremely unlikely movement across multiple borders, but also earning the support of an impressive array of world leaders and influential thinkers and funders.4


Herzl’s success was, initially, almost entirely confined to Europe. In the United States, Jews were enjoying a historically unrivaled sense of physical security, legal protection, and future promise. The earliest American champions of Jewish resettlement in Palestine were almost all Christians, who believed it would hasten Christ’s return. William Eugene Blackstone, a real estate entrepreneur and best-selling author of religious texts, who adhered to the doctrine of “premillennial dispensationalism,” the idea that Christ will reign for a thousand years on the earth following his Second Coming, dedicated much of his life to promoting the notion that the US government should “restore [the Jews] to the land of which they were so cruelly despoiled by our Roman ancestors.” He managed to garner over four hundred signatures of prominent Americans, including those of Joseph Medill, publisher of the Chicago Tribune, and Melville W. Fuller, chief justice of the US Supreme Court, to an 1891 petition supporting the return of Jewish sovereignty over the Holy Land. Nothing came of it, however, and Blackstone would spend the rest of his life agitating, ineffectively, for the cause. He died in 1935, thirteen years before his dream came to fruition and about half a century before his views became a passionate enthusiasm for millions of American evangelical Christians.5


Zionism was a popular, if far-fetched and largely rhetorical, cause among American politicians in the interwar years. Among American Jews, however, it inspired little more than denunciation and denial. Until the early 1880s, most American Jews were either German immigrants, who had begun arriving in the 1830s, or their children. Their leaders were almost exclusively well-to-do members of Reform congregations, a liberalizing religious movement that had begun in Germany and reflected the ideals of the Enlightenment applied to traditional Jewish texts and teachings. The basic tenets of Reform Judaism could hardly have conflicted more sharply with those of Zionism had the latter been invented specifically for this purpose. Reform Judaism rejected any hint of Jewish nationalism or peoplehood. The first Reform temple in the United States, founded in Charleston, South Carolina, was dedicated in 1841 with the words, “This country is our Palestine. This city our Jerusalem.”6


To the Reform rabbis and lay leaders, the religion shared by Jews consisted exclusively of a set of theological beliefs and extremely lightly worn religious practices. Jews could be Jews anywhere and everywhere, without concerns about where their loyalties lay so long as they dedicated themselves to spreading the ideals of social justice and universal cooperation among all peoples. Their all but unchallenged religious leader in mid-nineteenth-century America was Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, the founder of a series of cornerstone Reform institutions, including the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (later the Union for Reform Judaism), Hebrew Union College, and the Central Conference of American Rabbis (of which he became president). In 1897, the same year Herzl and company met in Basel, Wise addressed a different conference. His message could hardly have been clearer: “We are perfectly satisfied with our political and social position.… We want freedom, equality, justice, and equity to reign and govern the community in which we live. This we possess in such fullness, that no State whatever could improve on it. That new Messianic movement over the ocean does not concern us at all.”7


The composition of American Jewry changed radically, however, in the final years of the nineteenth and the first years of the twentieth centuries. Thanks to war, revolution, and increasingly violent persecution, community life in the Pale of Settlement was becoming increasingly untenable for Jews, with persecution spreading to a geographical area that today would encompass Poland, Russia, Ukraine, Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, and Moldova. The mass emigration that followed led to a dramatic increase from these nations in the number of Jews in the United States, from roughly 250,000 in 1880 to approximately 3.5 million in 1920. The population density on the largely Jewish Lower East Side of Manhattan reached historic proportions, and many of these new immigrants were attached to radical ideologies such as socialism, communism, and anarchism that promised to deliver the Jews from their unhappy historical predicament. Many also remained faithful to their traditional Orthodox religious precepts. A significant number merely hoped to succeed economically and provide a better life for their children, without concern for politics. “Zionism” therefore became many zionisms, comprising myriad disparate groups with often conflicting ideologies.


The Orthodox Mizrachi Zionist Organization, for instance, sought to found a Jewish state with a legal system based on rabbinical interpretations of the Torah—the first five books of the Hebrew Bible—and the Talmud. Still others shared the goal of Ahad Ha’am (born Asher Zvi Hirsch Ginsberg in 1856), a Russian Jewish scholar who first envisioned what we now term “cultural Zionism,” a movement that focused not on statehood or political power per se, but on Palestine as the home of a Jewish spiritual and cultural rejuvenation. The Poale Zion workers movement, in contrast, sought to meld socialism with support for Zionism. But most of the new immigrants were understandably more intent on going about their own daily lives, struggling for food, shelter, and their own futures, rather than concerning themselves with events in distant Palestine.8


Enter Louis Dembitz Brandeis. Born in Louisville, Kentucky, and educated at Harvard Law School, Brandeis rose through the legal and political worlds faster and higher than any American Jew before him. In 1916, he became the first Jew to be appointed to the US Supreme Court. Ironically, Brandeis was not religious even by the lax standards of his fellow German Jews—he ignored almost all the traditional religious rituals, belonged to no temples, participated in no Jewish community activities, and celebrated Christmas at home. Speaking to the Century Club in New York in 1905, shortly before he turned forty, the man liberals called “the People’s Lawyer” declared, “There is no place for what President [Theodore] Roosevelt has called hyphenated Americans.… Habits of living or of thought which tend to keep alive difference of origin or to classify men according to their religious beliefs are inconsistent with the American ideal of brotherhood, and are disloyal.”9


The reasons for Brandeis’s conversion to Zionism are much contested among historians. The upshot is that he came to believe that Zionism—which he interpreted to mean support for Jews who, unlike American Jews, required a refuge from the political persecution so common elsewhere in the world—was consistent with both his philosophical beliefs and his commitment to fighting for the underdog (he had been a leading lawyer for Russian Jewish workers). Brandeis would explain that “the Zionist meanings came to me rather in terms of the American Idea than in terms of what I had learned of Torah at home or in cheder.”10


Brandeis agreed in 1912 to join America’s still tiny Federation of American Zionists (later renamed the Zionist Organization of America). Soon afterward, he agreed to chair the organization. Given the respect he had earned in progressive legal circles as well as his distance from the traditional model of Zionist agitator, the movement could not have created a more compelling champion if it had set out to do so under laboratory conditions. In a 1915 speech titled “The Jewish Problem: How to Solve It,” delivered before the Conference of the Eastern Council of Reform Rabbis, Brandeis reversed the arguments that Isaac Mayer Wise had made seventeen years earlier by fusing his version of Zionism with American patriotism. Just as a man could be “a better citizen of the United States for being also a loyal citizen of his state, and of his city; for being loyal to his family, and to his profession or trade; for being loyal to his college or his lodge,” so, too, “every American Jew who aids in advancing the Jewish settlement in Palestine, though he feels that neither he nor his descendants will ever live there, will likewise be a better man and a better American for doing so.” Indeed, he continued, “loyalty to America demands… that each American Jew become a Zionist. For only through the ennobling effect of its strivings can we develop the best that is in us and give to this country the full benefit of our great inheritance.”11


Brandeis risked much here. When Woodrow Wilson announced his appointment to the Supreme Court in 1916, the president’s predecessor, William Howard Taft, complained to a friend that Brandeis had “adopted Zionism, favors the new Jerusalem, and has metaphorically been re-circumcised,” and speculated as to whether “he would have grown a beard to convince those bearded Rabbis… that he was a Jew of Jews.” Such musings among many were no doubt what kept Brandeis’s confirmation vote relatively close, given the standards of the time, at 47–42 in favor.12


Brandeis’s leadership changed the face of American Zionism in the eyes of both Jews and gentiles. He rejected the idea of encouraging American Jews to make aliyah in favor of advocacy for helping persecuted Jews around the world to do so. This shift in focus helped to defang the arguments of those who might otherwise question the commitment of Jews in America to their own nation. If Zionism was understood, as originally intended, to inspire an “ingathering of exiles” to the land of the Bible, then its support in the United States became (and would remain) a matter of “Zionism for thee, but not for me.” Moreover, Brandeis had frequently represented Russian Jewish immigrants in their legal struggles as laborers to earn decent working conditions and other legal protections, thus gaining the respect of a broad swath of Jewish Americans. He seemed to be just the right man to elevate the Zionists’ status. He helped the movement to form a bridge between the German and Russian Jewish cultures that would fuse them together in decades to come. By 1919, the dues-paying membership of the Zionist Organization of America had increased to 176,000 from a mere 12,000 five years earlier.13


According to popular, though likely apocryphal, lore, after the 1897 First Zionist Congress, two Viennese rabbis sent two scouts on a fact-finding mission to Ottoman-ruled Palestine. Reporting back on its suitability as a future Jewish homeland, they wrote, “The bride is beautiful, but she is married to another man.” If true, the report dissuaded almost no one. The British Jewish author Israel Zangwill visited Palestine a year later and wrote that “Palestine has but a small population of Arabs and fellahin and wandering, lawless, blackmailing Bedouin tribes.” He proposed that the world should “restore the country without a people to the people without a country.” Zionists almost always demonstrated remarkable confidence that they would eventually outnumber the Arabs there. But following a half century of immigration, coupled with a frantic effort “to conquer the country, covertly, bit by bit,” via a strategy of “buy, buy, buy” (in the words of Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, now known as the father of modern Hebrew), Jews still made up no more than about a third of Palestine’s population at the moment of Israel’s 1948 creation.14


One of the most important leaders of that community was the scholar and rabbi Judah Leon Magnes who had been leader of two of New York’s most prestigious Reform temples before emigrating to Palestine. A Zionist, a pacifist, an eminent scholar of Judaism, a champion of the Jewish working class, and son-in-law to the famed American constitutional scholar and German Jewish leader Louis Marshall, Magnes became the first chancellor of Jerusalem’s Hebrew University in 1925. Ten years later, he became its president. He joined with the philosopher Martin Buber, the historian Gershom Scholem, and Henrietta Szold, the health-care pioneer and founder of the Jewish women’s organization Hadassah, to establish the Ihud (Unity) movement in August 1943. Its members insisted that a Jewish homeland worthy of the name could only be successfully achieved with the peaceable cooperation of the local Arab population, expressed in a binational rather than a specifically Jewish state. “The Jews have more than a claim upon the world for justice,” Magnes explained. “But… I am not ready to try to achieve justice to the Jew through injustice to the Arab.”15


Ihud inspired political support immediately among German Jews in the United States following its founding. The Sulzberger family proved so enthusiastic about it that the newspaper they owned—the New York Times—hired an Ihud staff member to be its Jerusalem correspondent. The US State Department was similarly supportive. Its officials would frequently consult with Magnes on possible ways to head off the Zionist plans for statehood. What always eluded Ihud, however, was any hint of reciprocity among Arabs anywhere, much less those in Palestine. There was simply none to be found.


Zionists experienced a moment of elation when, as they were still fighting the Germans in November 1917, the British government issued its “Balfour Declaration” endorsing the establishment of a “national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine. The British then accepted responsibility for Palestine governance under a League of Nations “mandate” amid the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, first in July 1920, following the Allied San Remo conference, and more formally in August 1922, following the signature of the Treaty of Lausanne. The Balfour Declaration became the official policy of the United Kingdom, and not long afterward, Brandeis succeeded in helping to convince President Wilson to endorse it as well. The president even predicted, albeit mistakenly, that “the Jewish Homeland was one of the two primary achievements that would come out of the war.”16


But in their euphoria, the Zionists ignored the declaration’s caveat that in the event of the creation of any such homeland, “the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine” had to be respected. This condition has remained impossible to achieve to this day. The inability of both Arabs and Jews to share Palestine became increasingly evident during the period of heavy, though legally restricted, Jewish immigration. Arab riots broke out in 1920 and 1929 and again in 1936, when an Arab general strike degenerated into an explosion of violence that resulted in the deaths of more than three hundred Jews, Arabs, and British soldiers. The scope of the violence gave lie to the oft-proclaimed Zionist contention, going back to Herzl, that peaceful Zionist colonization of Palestine was possible. Even those leaders who had still believed it now had to face reality.


In the wake of its legal mandate, the British came up with a number of plans for Palestine, none of which ever came to fruition. Led, or perhaps pressured, by Jerusalem’s grand mufti, Mohammed Amin al-Husseini, Arab leaders rarely, if ever, would agree to engage with any of Britain’s proposals, regardless of how favorable to the Arab side they might have been. Their first refusal came with British High Commissioner Herbert Samuel’s 1921 proposal for what he termed “a legislative council in which Arabs would constitute ten of twenty-three positions, with Jews occupying three positions and the British the remainder.” Next, in June 1922, Winston Churchill, then British secretary for the colonies, issued a white paper restricting Jewish immigration and legal land purchases in Palestine. Though it did not withdraw British support for the eventual creation of a Jewish homeland, the Churchill White Paper insisted that it only be done with the cooperation of its Arab inhabitants.17


In 1937, the British issued the Peel Commission Report, which admitted for the first time that their mandate had become unworkable, and so, too, had the idea of a unified Palestine shared by Arabs and Jews. According to its authors, “the continued impact of a highly intelligent and enterprising race, backed by large financial resources, on a comparatively poor indigenous community, on a different cultural level,” was no formula for peaceful coexistence. The result was “an irrepressible conflict.” In hopes of avoiding this, the commission therefore recommended a partition of Palestine into Arab and Jewish enclaves. This first proposal of what would become known as the “two-state solution” rested yet again on the impossible dream of Arab agreement, however. It happened again when Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s government issued a white paper in May 1939. The Chamberlain White Paper, which suggested sharply limiting Jewish immigration to Palestine as well as Jewish land purchases, became the basis for British policy—tragically, as it happened, given the horrific fate awaiting Europe’s Jews at the time. Even these immigration quotas, however, were never fulfilled. The white paper also called for a transition to majority, and therefore Arab, rule. But just as they would continue to do in the near future and to this day, as the historian John Judis has observed, “the Arabs turned down a plan that under the circumstances was very favorable to them.” Then as now, “the Palestinian Arabs suffered from a profound lack of national leadership.”18
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CHAPTER 2



THE HORROR


Hitler’s rise confronted Zionists with what felt like an endless series of wrenching decisions. The Jewish people were facing a catastrophe that dwarfed all those that had come before it. At the same time, the opportunity to create the first Jewish sovereign state since biblical times—one that built on the revival of the Hebrew language and an unprecedented commitment to the defense and uplift of the Jews—now felt achingly close to fruition. The problem was how to pursue that goal while at the same time doing whatever was possible to save their brethren in Europe. This meant undermining Great Britain in one arena and supporting it in another. The question divided Jews as few have before or since, but it ended with a near consensus: that while saving Jews from Hitler was likely impossible, the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine was attainable—and it would be the only way to defend Jews from future Hitlers, whatever form they might take. Zionist activist Nahum Goldmann expressed this near consensus with admirable economy: “Hitler has proved a Jewish homeland is necessary and the Jews in Palestine have proved that it is possible.”1


The old joke “Ask two Jews, get three opinions” spoke a truth that manifested itself on a nearly hourly basis among the ever-expanding list of ideological schisms that arose among the various groups within the Zionist movement of the early 1940s. Hadassah, the women’s Zionist organization that Henrietta Szold had founded in 1912, had grown into a fund-raising and organizational juggernaut, in part because it avoided politics and focused exclusively on service to the needy. Szold, still its leader, was dedicated to peaceful coexistence between Arabs and Jews and eager to find whatever kind of accommodation might be possible before even considering the possibility of statehood. She was also among the founders of Ihud, which was dedicated to this same vision. The Zionist Organization of America (ZOA) disagreed, arguing instead for the conquest of as much territory as possible and evincing almost no concern about whatever consequences this position might hold for the Arabs already living there. The Orthodox Religious Zionists of America (also known as Mizrachi), meanwhile, found themselves forced to deal with the socialists of Poale Zion of America (and vice versa), and both had to find a way to work with the socialist-Orthodox-Zionist Poale Mizrachi, which enjoyed support from both Orthodox garment workers in New York and religious kibbutzim in Palestine. That so many groups with competing agendas were able to reach agreement on anything at all and go on to assemble what may be the most impressive lobbying effort in the history of democratic politics would be impressive enough. But it would also turn out to be among the most significant contributions to the realization of what had, for millennia, appeared to be a fantastic, barely even imaginable goal: the creation of the first sovereign Jewish state in two millennia.


Rabbi Stephen Wise, formerly a trusted lieutenant to Louis Brandeis at the Zionist Organization of America, was an unabashed champion of the belief that social justice lay at the heart of American Jewish identity. Born in Budapest, he came to New York as a child and received a PhD from Columbia University before becoming a rabbi. A rare Zionist within the Reform rabbinate, Wise helped to found the American Jewish Congress in 1918 as an alternative to the elitist, non-Zionist orientation of the German Jews who led the American Jewish Committee, which had been founded in 1906. Among the first to organize marches, mass rallies, and boycotts against Hitler, beginning in 1933, Wise was also a founder, in 1936, of the World Jewish Congress, which sought to unite Jewish communal organizations worldwide in opposition to the Nazis. He was a consistent confidant of US officials as he desperately sought to inspire action to save Europe’s Jews. Both passionate about the Zionist cause and committed to Jewish unity, Wise frequently found himself juggling the demands of competing groups and ideologies. Moreover, as a friend and devotee of President Franklin Roosevelt, he was unwilling to distance himself too much from his president. His de facto position on almost everything therefore was compromise. On the Palestinian side, he allied himself with the storied British chemist and Zionist moderate Chaim Weizmann, whose devotion to the British ruling class mirrored Wise’s commitment to FDR and the Democrats.


Wise’s nemesis in the movement was Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver. Born in what was then Poland (now Lithuania), Silver grew up on New York’s Lower East Side and began agitating for the Zionist cause in 1907 at the age of fourteen. Although he remained a congregational Reform rabbi, “Jewish statehood and Hebrew culture,” in the words of one biographer, “were the highest values of his career.” Senior rabbi for forty-six years at Temple-Tifereth Israel in Cleveland, he was a spellbinding speaker. Like Wise, he was an early champion of labor rights, workers’ compensation, and civil liberties. Otherwise, he was Wise’s opposite. Silver was a lifelong Republican. He often exhibited a harsh demeanor, and he had a famously quick temper. And his views were maximalist in every respect: he allied with the militant David Ben-Gurion on matters concerning Palestine, in opposition to the moderate Weizmann/Wise wing of the Zionist movement. Silver promised at a 1935 ZOA convention to build an Israel that reached “beyond the Jordan, stretching north and stretching out on the shores of the Mediterranean.”2


Schisms formed within schisms among Zionists as the horrific news from Europe began to trickle into the United States in early 1942. The Reform movement was well into the process of jettisoning its commitment to Judaism as exclusively a religion, like Christianity, in favor of a new view of Jews as a religious community, like Irish or Italian Catholics. Such distinctions came to appear tragically irrelevant given Adolf Hitler’s strong feelings on the subject. Despite disagreements over the details, however, the imminent danger to Europe’s Jews, coupled with the refusal of any Western democracy to accept significant numbers of Jewish refugees—the United States had closed its doors to almost all immigration in 1924—led to a communal near consensus that mass emigration to Palestine was the Jews’ only hope.


Following on scattered stories in the Yiddish press, the first well-publicized (albeit unconfirmed) English-language report of the mass murder of Jews underway in Europe came from the exiled German novelist Thomas Mann. Mann relayed this news on BBC radio, with one of his reports being as early as November 1941, before Japan attacked Pearl Harbor and Germany declared war on the United States. “The news sounds incredible, but my source is good,” he said in January 1942. “Four hundred young Dutch Jews have been brought to Germany to serve as objects for experimentation with poison gas.… They are dead; they have died for the New Order and the martial ingeniousness of the master race.” Mann’s report was largely ignored, though the New York Times printed a story titled “Extinction Feared by Jews of Poland” four months later, buried on page 28.3


The process of “knowing” and “doing” worked its way slowly through Jewish organizations and then through official US agencies, never with sufficient swiftness to save those living in the shadow of mass death. The amazing audacity of the Nazi killing machine exercised a near-hypnotic effect on virtually everyone who heard the news for the first time. Felix Frankfurter, Brandeis’s protégé (and successor on the Supreme Court), spoke for many American Jews and some gentiles when, upon hearing one such report from an escaped eyewitness, he lamented, “I did not say that he is lying. I said that I don’t believe him. There is a difference. My mind, my heart, they are made in such a way that I cannot conceive it. No, no, I do not have the strength to believe it.”4


As Hitler’s minions were murdering tens of thousands of Jews every day across Nazi-occupied or -controlled Europe, US officials refused to address the crisis. The State Department’s Division of European Affairs continued to suppress the news, owing to what it termed the “fantastic nature of the allegations.” Finally, on November 24, 1942, Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles summoned Wise to Washington in order to authorize him to release the horrific news of the ongoing murder of millions of European Jews. The confirmed number was already over two million. Even this information barely made a ripple in the US press. As late as December 1944, a majority of Americans, according to a Roper poll, still did not believe that the mass murder of European Jews was taking place.5


President Roosevelt, so beloved by American Jews, displayed little interest in saving those being slaughtered in Europe. He spoke with Jewish leaders about the topic just once, in a December 1942 meeting that lasted twenty-nine minutes. The president offered sympathetic words but promised no concrete action. And he took none, not even to ensure that the State Department met its minuscule quota for refugee admission. Officials in both the War and State Departments were almost unanimously opposed to anything that smacked of giving the Jews special treatment—whether in Europe, in Palestine, or before American refugee boards—irrespective of the special threats they faced. Roosevelt’s closest advisers, including the Jewish ones, thought it best to play down the significance of the Holocaust as well as the potential of a Jewish state as a cure for the age-old Jewish Question in Europe. All wished to avoid inspiring antisemites to condemn the war effort as being fought for “the Jews.”6


The ease with which American Jewish organizations came to embrace the Zionist cause in this crucial moment has since given rise to enormous controversy among historians over whether the intense focus on Palestine came at the expense of rescuing Jews from the Nazis. The reasons for the change in focus within American Jewry are easily understood if sometimes difficult to forgive. American Jews saw refugees as victims, a source of Jewish shame and a symbol of Jewish impotence. The Zionists, in contrast, made American Jewish breasts swell with pride. As the Hollywood screenwriter Ben Hecht explained in 1942, the Palestinian Jew had become a “champion… bringing a healthy and glamorous sound to that world-battered word ‘Jew.’”7


Among American Jews, the desperately difficult cause of “rescue” could not compete with the thrilling potential of the first Jewish state in nearly two millennia. The “rescue” issue did not even make the original agenda of the American Jewish Conference of 1943, and when it was belatedly added, it received little attention. Abba Hillel Silver cautioned his colleagues at the American Zionist Emergency Council, in May 1944, not to “overemphasize” the plight of the refugees, lest doing so enable opponents to say, “If it is rescue you are concerned about, why don’t you concentrate on that and put politics aside?” He worried it was “possible for the Diaspora to undermine the Jewish state.”8


The historian Aaron Berman has argued that the Zionists’ decision to give first priority to efforts in Palestine weakened the ability of American Jewish organizations to focus on the crisis in Europe: “Concentration on the statehood issue meant that few resources were left for the rescue campaign.” This may be true, but any other approach was unlikely in any case. Not only did few people know of the extent of the genocide underway, but it was (and remains) difficult to imagine how American Jews might have prevented or mitigated it. A public campaign in the United States was not going to sway Hitler and his allies, and the United States could hardly demand that other nations take in refugees while refusing to do so itself. Roosevelt and many Jewish leaders remained nervous about the potential for an explosion of antisemitism that might threaten both support for the war and the Jews themselves. No major Jewish organization proved willing to demand that more Jewish refugees be allowed into the United States, at least in a public campaign. With few exceptions, Jewish leaders were unwilling to challenge the president’s clearly delineated solution of saving Jews by simply winning the war. Nahum Goldmann again put a painful reality—as it was then understood—into succinct terms: “One half of the generation is being slaughtered before our eyes, and the other half has to sit down and cannot prevent this catastrophe.… Nothing can be done to check them; we can only work for victory.”9


Might it have been possible to save significantly larger numbers of Jews if that had been the sole focus of American Jewry’s efforts? A group calling itself the Emergency Committee to Save the Jewish People of Europe certainly thought so. Led by “Peter Bergson”—the pseudonym adopted by Hillel Kook, a hardline acolyte of the Revisionist Zionist thinker Ze’ev Jabotinsky, and energetically aided by Ben Hecht, this group sought to ignite a campaign that would simply save Jews, without reference to the future of Palestine. It succeeded in pulling off star-studded galas in 1943 in six cities. With the motto “We Will Never Die,” they featured several Hollywood stars, including Marlon Brando, Paul Muni, and Edward G. Robinson, with original music composed by Kurt Weill. The Bergson group proposed to create emergency refugee shelters in Palestine for Jews who managed to escape from the periphery of Hitler’s rule, such as from Hungary, Romania, or Bulgaria.


Mainstream Zionist organizations did everything in their power to discredit these efforts and the people behind them. Rabbi Silver insisted that “Zionism is not a refugee movement.” Stephen Wise testified before Congress that the Bergson group was not a responsible part of the American Jewish community. During the height of the Holocaust, the American Zionist Emergency Committee, the movement’s main political arm, went so far as to make plans to oppose a congressional resolution calling on Britain to ease restrictions on Jewish entry into Palestine, because it did not include a commitment to Jewish sovereignty. To explain these remarkable maneuvers, historian Michael N. Barnett lays responsibility on the various interlocking, albeit unspoken, forms of guilt torturing American Jews as they learned the facts of the Shoah. They suffered “survivor’s guilt” together with “guilt that they had never fully grasped what was happening in Europe until it was too late.” Add to this the guilt that they “had never found the right words, or tried harder, to convince their relatives to flee while it was still possible,” and “were still not doing enough for the survivors.” And finally, “there was guilt that, once again, they were living comfortable lives in America while Jews were fighting and dying an ocean away.” Compared to the images of “emaciated bodies being bulldozed into nameless pits,” the Zionists’ counter-image of brave men and women fighting for “Jewish independence,” Barnett noted, “became a moment of expiation and redemption.” And so the wholehearted embrace of Zionism became, for most American Jews, the only option they could imagine.10


As tensions increased in Palestine, the specter of the Shoah had another, less frequently discussed effect on Zionist debates in the United States: it inspired a remarkably indulgent attitude toward Jewish terrorists. This was rarely acknowledged in public. Ben Hecht was now acting as de facto press secretary for the Irgun Tvai Leumi (National Military Organization, more commonly known as the Irgun), which was led by future Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin. Its more radical offshoot, Lohamei Herut Yisrael (Fighters for the Freedom of Israel, more commonly known as Lehi, or the Stern Gang), was led by another future prime minister, Yitzhak Shamir. Hecht placed a series of newspaper advertisements in May 1947 celebrating the Irgun’s murder of British officials and soldiers in Palestine, declaring, “Every time you blow up a British arsenal, or wreck a British jail or send a British railroad train sky high or rob a British bank… the Jews of America make a little holiday in their hearts.” He called the turn toward terrorism “the sanest and healthiest thing that has happened to the battered Hebrew cause in 1500 years.”11


Mainstream Zionist organizations issued statements of stern disapproval. The primary complaint, however, was that the expression of pro-terrorist sentiments “confused the public,” as Nahum Goldmann put it, as spokesman for the Jewish Agency. Worried that news of these terrorist attacks would turn the US public and Congress against the Zionists, the American Jewish Committee softened its position opposing Jewish statehood. In a confidential staff memo, AJC staff researcher Milton Himmelfarb expressed the hope that “after the state was created, the daily papers in New York at least would no longer carry headlines screaming of King David Hotel explosions and hangings of British sergeants; in short, ‘better an evil end than an endless evil.’”12


The question of the morality of the Jewish terrorists and their willingness to murder civilians in order to intimidate their adversaries, both British and Arab, rarely arose in American Zionist circles. The implication—sometimes voiced, sometimes implicit—was that after the horrors inflicted on the Jews by the Nazis, and the refusal of the rest of the world to take much notice, such scruples were a luxury Jews could no longer afford. What’s more, it seemed to work. Bruce Hoffmann, author of a comprehensive history of the topic, described the Jewish terrorist campaign as “the first post–World War II ‘war of national liberation’” and credited its success with hastening the British government’s ultimate decision to end its mandate and withdraw its troops, thereby paving the way for the Zionist victory.13


Not all American Jews were eager to hop aboard the Zionist express. The most vociferous voice of the movement’s Jewish opponents undoubtedly belonged to Elmer Berger, a prominent Reform rabbi in Flint, Michigan. Funded by some of the great fortunes of American Jewry, including Lessing Rosenwald, son of Sears, Roebuck magnate and philanthropist Julius Rosenwald, Berger organized anti-Zionist Jews into the American Council for Judaism (ACJ) in 1942. ACJ literature deplored “the racist theories and nationalist philosophies that have become prevalent in recent years,” by which Berger meant not only fascism, but also Zionism. The literature attacked what it called the “Hitlerian concept of a Jewish state.” The ACJ’s members “look[ed] forward to the ultimate establishment of a democratic, autonomous government in Palestine,” with Jews, Muslims, and Christians “enjoying equal rights and sharing equal responsibilities”: “Our fellow Jews shall be free Palestinians whose religion is Judaism, even as we are Americans whose religion is Judaism.” While the group’s membership was small and geographically concentrated, and even in those places remained a minority, it continually punched well above its weight politically. In part this was due to the fact that its views were very much appreciated within the US national security establishment, and especially the State Department. Only slightly less significantly, the ACJ also enjoyed the enthusiastic support of the Sulzberger family’s newspaper, the New York Times.14


Although Times publisher Arthur Hays Sulzberger never formally joined Berger’s organization, his newspaper continued to treat the group as a serious political and ideological force long after this might have been journalistically defensible. He forbade use of the phrase “the Jewish people” in the paper, preferring unwieldy substitutes such as “people of the Jewish faith”; later he vetoed all use of the term “the Jewish state.” Following in the footsteps of Adolph Ochs, his father-in-law and predecessor in the publisher’s chair, who, perhaps ironically, was married to the daughter of the famed Reform rabbi Isaac Meyer Wise, Sulzberger consistently resisted putting Jews in “showcase” editorial positions at the Times regardless of their qualifications. He urged his fellow prominent German Jews to follow a similar practice in the businesses they oversaw. In 1938, he tried to convince Franklin Roosevelt not to nominate Felix Frankfurter to succeed Benjamin Cardozo on the US Supreme Court, lest the appearance of a “Jewish seat” on the court provoke an antisemitic backlash. Sulzberger’s anti-Zionism became so extreme that he complained in a 1946 speech that “thousands dead might now be alive” had the Zionists put “less emphasis on statehood.” This concern for the fate of Jewish victims of Nazism, however, is invisible in the Times’ coverage of the issue, which consistently downplayed the danger to Europe’s Jews, buried stories about the Shoah, and, in short, ensured that America’s “paper of record” made no attempt whatsoever to do justice to the historic crimes then underway.15


A more significant obstacle to the Zionist conquest of mainstream American Jewish institutions than the uncompromising anti-Zionism of the ACJ were the more measured concerns expressed by the non-Zionists who led the American Jewish Committee (AJC). These were some of the wealthiest and most admired Jews in America. The AJC operated as a self-appointed executive committee for (mostly) German American Jewry, protecting both its interests and its image as it committed itself to the kinds of good works that its members understood to serve both goals simultaneously. Initially spearheaded by the lawyer Louis Marshall (Judah Magnes’s father-in-law), together with the banker Jacob Schiff and the scholar Cyrus Adler, it was formed in 1906 at least in part to address the crises faced by Russian Jews (both those seeking to emigrate to the United States and those who had already arrived). The help, while crucial to the remarkable success of the immigrants in rising through American society, came with a mixture of ambivalence and condescension. The German Jews’ fear was that these unclean, unkempt masses would discredit all Jews in the eyes of Protestant America. The sheer numbers of the Russians—an immigrant wave that would eventually reach more than two million before it was shut down by Congress’s restrictive Immigration Act of 1924—meant, moreover, that they would soon overwhelm the comfortable, authoritative position of the 250,000 or so German Jews who had previously defined the community. With the countless philanthropic institutions they formed, the Germans sowed the seeds of their eventual displacement by the very people they believed themselves to be rescuing.


Constantly worried about the possibility of an explosion of antisemitism, AJC members remained wary of Zionism and its implications for Jewish peoplehood as well as its potential for dividing Jewish loyalties. And while AJC’s position was simpatico with that of President Roosevelt and the US State Department, it was not one shared by most East European Jews. The latter were growing increasingly dedicated to Zionism as news of the horrors of the Holocaust traveled through family and village networks. No doubt concerned about the increasing political distance between his organization’s orientation and that of the Jewish masses in whose name it purported to speak, Joseph M. Proskauer, a lawyer and former New York Supreme Court judge, who became head of the AJC in 1943, scrambled to try to bridge the gap. He had a partner in the Zionist stalwart Stephen Wise, who shared his commitment to both FDR and at least a pretense of Jewish unity. While insisting “on principle” to be “unalterably opposed to any plan that would seem to set up the Jews as a separate political enclave,” Proskauer proposed a “conference” of Jewish groups in the hopes of moderating Zionist demands and retaining the AJC’s position as first among equals in Jewish organizations.16


A previous meeting, held at New York’s Biltmore Hotel in May 1942, with 600 delegates and Zionist leaders from 18 countries attending, had demonstrated the dominance of one view in particular. Those demanding the creation of a Jewish “commonwealth” among Zionist leaders, together with a shift of its political focus from the United Kingdom to the United States, had prevailed. Now, on August 29, 1943, 504 representatives of 65 national Jewish organizations and institutions, claiming to represent fully 1.5 million American Jews, gathered at the Waldorf-Astoria in Manhattan. Because of its deliberately limited membership, the AJC was granted only three delegates. The Zionists, meanwhile, had secured the votes of over 80 percent of the delegates in advance.


As the proceedings began, moderate Zionist leaders, led by Wise, sought to work out a compromise with Proskauer in the hopes of preserving Jewish unity. When the AJC leader agreed to drop his organization’s blanket condemnation of the idea of a Jewish state, merely terming its proposed creation “untimely,” Wise was willing to make a deal. Abba Hillel Silver, however, was not. Grabbing the podium via a complicated parliamentary maneuver, he denounced the compromise even before Wise had finished proposing it. Rising to spellbinding oratorical heights, Silver thrilled his audience by asking, “How long is this crucifixion of Israel to last?” “From the infected typhus-ridden ghetto of Warsaw, from the death block of Nazi-occupied lands where myriads of our people are awaiting execution,” he thundered, “from a hundred concentration camps which befoul the map of Europe, from the pitiful bands of our wandering ghosts over the entire face of the earth comes the cry: Enough!” When he concluded that “there is but one solution for national homelessness. That is a national home!” the room burst into a spontaneous rendition of “Hatikvah,” the Zionist national anthem. All serious talk of compromise ended then and there. Among organizations represented at the conference, only the AJC voted against the creation of a Jewish commonwealth (before its delegates walked out). Silver had effectively elbowed the aging Wise from his position as the de facto leader of the American Zionist movement, and his program soon became the all-but-unchallenged program of mainstream American Jewish organizations and the millions of Jews they could fairly be said to represent.17


Its embrace of Zionism transformed the American Jewish community, providing both a common cause and sense of purpose. It served simultaneously to unite and democratize the community. It blunted the oversized influence of Jewish wealth and power as previously exercised by the AJC and uplifted the East Europeans to equal and ultimately dominant status. Simultaneously, it united Conservative, Orthodox, and Reform Jews as never before. In doing so, moreover, it helped to bring back into the fold many “who otherwise would have been lost to Judaism,” as the seminal theologian of Conservative Judaism, Solomon Schechter, had predicted it would back in 1906. For a growing number of Jews, the tenets and rules of the religion itself were losing their appeal, but commitment to the cause of what became known in the wake of the Holocaust as Jewish “peoplehood”—essentially ethnic solidarity—rose accordingly.18


Almost irrespective of whatever religious or theological beliefs they held, this sense of community revived a feeling of pride among American Jews and affirmed their commitment to Jewish identity. At one meeting of the Jewish National Fund, an organization founded in 1903 to purchase land in Palestine in order to settle Jews there—a young rabbi asserted, without challenge or protest, “I was born in Palestine; the Jews of Palestine have status and dignity; the Jews of the Galut [exile] have no status and no dignity.” Such sentiments were common among American Jews as they learned of the tragedy in Europe. They experienced a profound sense of helplessness in its wake, which helped to fuel the Zionists’ success within the community. But winning over American Jews was one battle; convincing the US government to support the Zionist agenda in the face of powerful opponents inside and outside the country was a task of an entirely different order.19
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CHAPTER 3



IN THE ARENA


Harry Truman’s decision to recognize the state of Israel just minutes after David Ben-Gurion’s midnight announcement on May 14, 1948, was the culmination of one of the most ambitious and successful lobbying campaigns in political history. It pitted the mostly Jewish member organizations and individuals of the Zionist movement against virtually the entire burgeoning US foreign policy and military establishment. Although Truman had initially been reluctant to support the idea of a Jewish state, once he had decided to do so he saw himself as choosing not only the most politically expedient option, but also the one that might just add his name to a story begun thousands of years earlier in the Bible.


The question of Palestine had not loomed large in the minds of American leaders during World War II. When it did arise, President Roosevelt had genially juggled competing interests with sympathetic-sounding promises without committing himself to them. On February 18, 1945, as Allied troops were closing in on Berlin, FDR met with the Saudi king, Ibn Saud, aboard a US navy cruiser in the Suez Canal. For Roosevelt, it was a pit stop on his way home from Yalta, the Crimean port city where he, Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin sought to shape the postwar world. Roosevelt told an aide that he planned to “point out to Ibn Saud what an infinitesimal part of the whole area was occupied by Palestine and that he could not see why a portion of Palestine could not be given to the Jews without harming in any way the interests of the Arabs.” Alas, Ibn Saud informed the president that the Arabs would die “rather than yield their land to the Jews.” He suggested instead that the Germans should pay for what they had done by giving the Jews part of their own country. Roosevelt promised to include both Jews and Arabs in any policy the United States eventually endorsed. In the few weeks before his death on April 12, Roosevelt occupied himself with other matters. But he still found time to send mixed messages, both confirming his support for the Zionists and reassuring the non-Zionist leaders of the American Jewish Committee that he shared their discomfort with the notion of a Jewish state in Palestine.1


Harry Truman did not much concern himself with Palestine before becoming president. He had been a county judge in Jackson County, Missouri, and had owned a haberdashery—which had failed, leaving him with debts—before becoming a US senator. He owed his political career to the father of an army buddy, who happened to be the boss of a Missouri political machine. A popular senator and loyal Democrat, Truman became Roosevelt’s 1944 running mate as an unlikely compromise candidate after the Roosevelt team decided to dump FDR’s increasingly pro-Soviet former vice president Henry Wallace. During the eleven weeks of his vice presidency, Truman met with FDR only twice and never alone. Palestine, as far as we know, never came up in their discussions.


As president, Truman appeared at sea when faced with the need to deal with complex, competing priorities. Unlike Roosevelt, he had no gift for hiding his plans and potential machinations until the proper moment arrived to spring them. Often appearing to change his mind on key questions depending on who happened to be the last person to brief him, Truman gave his inherited team of long-serving Roosevelt aides the impression that he could be cajoled into doing whatever they thought best, however much he might complain along the way. This inspired a constant tug-of-war between his advisers until decisions became impossible to reverse. The buck may have stopped with Truman, as the plaque on his desk said, but it bounced around quite a bit before finally settling down in one place.


Truman also brought his small-town prejudices from Independence, Missouri, to the White House. Writing in his diary, he would call New York City “kike town” and complained about Jews being “very selfish” and always “demanding special treatment” without concern for other victimized groups. He even compared them to Hitler and Stalin “when they get power, physical, financial or political.” Despite his preconceptions, however, Truman formed deep relationships, both personal and professional, with individual Jews. The most famous of these was with Eddie Jacobson, his army buddy and former business partner, and the Zionists would constantly call upon Jacobson to try to convince the president to see things their way. That they ultimately succeeded is a major reason why there is a country called “Israel” today.2


The first postwar attempt to solve the matter of the future of Palestine came in January 1946 with the appointment of an eleven-member joint British-US committee meeting in Washington, DC, the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry Regarding the Problems of European Jewry and Palestine. These “problems”—that is, the future of Palestine, given that it was becoming increasingly clear to most observers that Arabs and Jews were not going to be able to share the country peaceably—were considerably exacerbated by the still uncertain fate of an estimated 220,000 Jewish refugees who had survived the Holocaust, and who were now living in miserable conditions in Allied-overseen refugee camps across Europe. The committee recommended allowing 100,000 Jews to immigrate to Palestine immediately. Committee members hoped for the eventual creation of a single binational state. It would be “neither a Jewish state nor an Arab state,” and it would “fully protect and preserve the interests in the Holy Land of Christendom and of the Moslem and Jewish faiths.” In the meantime, however, the country would continue to be governed by the British. The committee deputized a two-man team, a British parliamentarian and a US diplomat, to draft an implementation plan, which became the “Morrison-Grady Plan,” named after its authors, British deputy prime minister Herbert Morrison and US diplomat Henry Grady, and was issued that July.3


Zionists did not much like the Morrison-Grady Plan, but rather than refuse to engage at all, they began a massive lobbying campaign for terms that would lead to the creation of a Jewish state. At one cabinet meeting, Truman showed the assembled a sheaf of telegrams “four inches thick.” Every single one was opposed to the implementation of the report’s recommendations. “Jesus Christ couldn’t please them when he was here on earth, so how could anyone expect that I would have any luck?” Truman was heard to complain. But it wasn’t just angry telegram writers that Truman was worrying about. It was Jewish voters located in Democratic urban strongholds across the Northeast and Midwest, as well as Jewish financial contributors on both coasts. Truman would never stop telling people that he thought this had been the best plan for the region, and he was heard to blame “British bullheadedness and the fanaticism of our New York Jews” for undermining it.4


Truman felt that unless the United States and Britain could secure agreement between the Jews and Arabs, “the situation [would be] insoluble,” and the result could be a catastrophic war. His concerns were not unwarranted: even future Israeli prime minister David Ben-Gurion, who since 1935 had chaired the Jewish Agency, the Zionist’s proto-governmental organization in Palestine, appeared to share them. Working under the cover of deepest secrecy, he was willing to delay the realization of the cause to which he had devoted his entire adult life, fearing that although the Jews now made up slightly more than a third of Palestine’s population, they were not yet strong enough to win a war against their potential enemies. Those enemies were not just the Arab inhabitants of Palestine itself but also the five neighboring Arab nations, which had already promised to invade in the event of a declaration of statehood.


Ben-Gurion tried to convince British prime minister Clement Attlee’s lord chancellor, Sir William Jowitt, to retain British troops in Palestine for another five to ten years, and thereby give the Jewish community a chance to strengthen itself before the ultimate battle. But Britain no longer had any interest in remaining in Palestine to enforce such a deal, even in the extremely unlikely case that one could be reached. It had emerged from World War II in dire financial straits and was in the process of drawing down its global obligations, not deepening them. Not only was policing Palestine financially costly, but British soldiers there were under increasingly effective siege from Jewish terrorist militias. In the winter of 1947, Britain announced its planned withdrawal and dumped the problem in the lap of the fledgling United Nations.5


The various institutions of the nascent, usually fractious US national security establishment demonstrated a rare unanimity and consistency when it came to Zionism: they were opposed. As early as 1942, Allen Dulles, who was running the Office of Near Eastern and African Affairs at the State Department at the time (and would later become director of the Central Intelligence Agency), had voiced his objections to a merely rhetorical pro-Zionist resolution in Congress. He backed down only after it was clarified that the resolution would commit the United States “to no foreign obligation or entanglement.” Reasons for this opposition shifted with the times. In October 1945, Loy Henderson, in Dulles’s seat as chief of the Bureau of Near Eastern and African Affairs, insisted that US support for Jewish emigration to Palestine “on humanitarian or other grounds” would undermine US interests in the region. He believed it would inevitably cause “resentment… towards the United States” in the Middle East. In articulating his position, he said, “There are four hundred thousand Jews and forty million Arabs. Forty million Arabs are going to push four hundred thousand Jews into the sea. And that’s all there is to it. Oil—that is the side we ought to be on.” Assistant (and future) secretary of state Dean Acheson concurred, telling President Truman that a Zionist victory would “imperil… all Western interests in the Near East.”6


The newly formed CIA powerfully reinforced these views with a report on the likely Arab reaction to US support for the Zionists. With rare and impressive prescience, its authors predicted, among other results of a potential US pro-Zionist policy, that Arab leaders would fear Jewish expansion—that, from the Arab perspective, the Jews would probably seek to “consolidate their position through unlimited immigration” and then “attempt to expand until they become a threat to the newly won independence of each of the other Arab countries.” Operating from these assumptions, those countries could declare war on the new Jewish state and attack Jews living in the Arab nations themselves. A pro-Zionist tilt, furthermore, risked the loss of US oil concessions in those Arab nations; Islamic religious authorities might even issue a call to jihad, urging all Muslims “to fight the invader, regardless of country of origin.” Finally, and perhaps most important to the authors of the CIA’s response, was the fear of “a Soviet attempt to exploit all of the above.”7


In their struggle to build support in the United States, Zionists naturally looked to the folks who were already invested in the cause for a helping hand, especially those American Christians who, thanks to their reading of the Bible, had already bought into the Zionist cause. But instead of the merely rhetorical support they had received from Christians in the past, Jews now began asking for specific commitments on the basis of the idea of restitution. The Holocaust had been perpetrated in an ostensibly Christian nation—with some forty million Protestants and twenty million Catholics, among other Christian denominations, in a 1933 population of about seventy million—and there had not been much protest from either its religious leaders or the Vatican. Zionists therefore argued that Christendom owed the Jews their own country in reparation. As the Zionist firebrand Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver put it, “Our six million dead are a tragic commentary on the state of Christian morality and the responsiveness of Christian conscience.” On this point, if not many others, the more moderate Zionist leader Rabbi Stephen Wise concurred: “My people deserve reparation from a Christian world if there be a Christian world.”8


Prewar Zionist Christian organizations had been mostly front groups boasting illustrious signatures but little genuine substance. Emanuel Neumann, who had worked under Justice Brandeis at the Zionist Organization of America but later became Silver’s top lieutenant, had put together the so-called American Palestine Committee, an organization that was chartered in 1932 but existed largely on letterhead. Ten years later, however, he created the Christian Council on Palestine, which boasted two of America’s leading theologians, Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr, on its executive committee. Niebuhr, in particular, would prove to be a remarkably dedicated foot-soldier for the cause in multiple arenas simultaneously. As early as May 1933, he was already publishing articles with titles such as “Germany Must Be Told!,” and proposing Palestine as a potential solution to Germany’s Jewish problem. He would continue to speak and write on the topic over the ensuing years. In 1941, now comfortably ensconced at New York’s Union Theological Seminary, and a dedicated Roosevelt-supporting Democrat, Niebuhr founded the magazine Christianity and Crisis. He then used it to advocate for the Zionist cause over the objection of the magazine’s editorial board. Toward the end of World War II, after joining with other prominent Christian leaders to found the American Christian Palestine Committee, he traveled the country lecturing on its behalf.9


Niebuhr’s passion for the Zionist cause inspired him to wait for hours outside the 1946 meeting of the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry in the hopes of being invited inside. Just before the committee called it a day, they did invite him in, and he was asked to speak in place of his own boss from the Union Theological Seminary, the intensely anti-Zionist Reverend Henry Sloane Coffin, who was mysteriously absent. Niebuhr used the occasion to argue for a position so extreme that barely any Zionists had dared to voice it. About the efficacy of a binational Jewish-Arab commonwealth, Niebuhr called it a likely formula for war and instead suggested, “Perhaps ex-President Hoover’s idea that there should be a large scheme of resettlement in Iraq for the Arabs might be a way out.” Asked if this implied the forcible removal of the Arabs from Palestine, Niebuhr said yes, before adding, with almost comical understatement, “It may not appeal to the Arabs as being immediately just.”10


By raising the possibility of what we now call “transfer,” Niebuhr contradicted the official Zionist position. Ben-Gurion had told the committee, “There will not only be peace between us and Arabs, there will be an alliance between us and Arabs, there will be friendship.” But Ben-Gurion himself knew this to be nonsense. Although Ben-Gurion may once have hoped for a peaceful solution to the problem of a shared Palestine, by the time of these hearings, it was clear from the violent riots of 1920, 1921, 1929, and 1936 that the Arab inhabitants would reject such an alliance or possibility of friendship. In those incidents, the Arabs had protested both the British presence and the likelihood of further Jewish immigration. In a 1937 letter to his son, Ben-Gurion had written, “A partial Jewish state is not the end, but only the beginning.… We must expel Arabs and take their places, if necessary… with the force at our disposal.” Although he would often speak sympathetically of the hardships Zionism inflicted on the Palestinians, his position on strengthening and expanding the Jewish community in Palestine never wavered. Back in Washington, Stephen Wise, a movement moderate, privately wrote Niebuhr to thank him for going “beyond where we dared to go, though not beyond where we wished to go.”11


In addition to the position he occupied among Christian clergy, Niebuhr claimed a uniquely influential voice within America’s liberal intelligentsia. The Nation magazine was ground zero for the debate over who were the imperialists and who the anti-imperialists in Palestine. Were the Zionists the good guys as they fought to eject the British, while coincidentally, and regretfully, displacing the local Arab population? Or was it the Arabs themselves, who sought to defend their homes and way of life against the technologically superior, Western-supported colonialists, who were the good guys? Writing at length in the magazine in early 1942, when the full truth of the Final Solution had not yet reached American shores, Niebuhr insisted that because Jews were “the chief victims of Nazi fury,” they needed a “‘homeland’ in which they will not be simply tolerated but which they will possess.” Niebuhr admitted that Zionist leaders were “unrealistic” in pretending that their demands would entail no “injustice” to the Arab population, but he also did not much seem to care. Zionist organizations distributed Niebuhr’s essays far and wide.12


At the dawn of the debate over Jewish statehood, liberals made their choice, and they chose the Zionists. The Nation’s editor-in-chief, Freda Kirchwey, discovered what she called “the miracle of Jewish Palestine”—the Jewish men and women who had emigrated to Palestine to help shape the future of the Zionist state, she said, were “‘free’ in the full moral meaning of the word.” They had resisted imperialist interests driven by “oil and the expectation of war; oil and the fear of Russia; oil and the shortage in America; oil and profits.” Lillie Shultz, director of Nation Associates, a nonprofit organization created to accept tax-deductible donations on behalf of The Nation, accused Ernest Bevin, Britain’s secretary of state for foreign affairs, of enjoying “a little bloodletting—particularly of Jewish blood,” as his nation sought to protect its “oil empire and… to advance the plans of the Anglo-America alliance for containing the Soviet Union.” Kirchwey accused the grand mufti of Jerusalem, Mohammed Amin al-Husseini, who had spent much of World War II in Berlin, of being “responsible in large part for the Nazi program of extermination of the Jews.” There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of The Nation’s editorial support for the Zionists. Yet these beliefs were not the only motivations for its frequent forays into battle on behalf of the cause. Shultz secured secret payments from the Jewish Agency to Nation Associates, made in the names of individuals so as to hide their origin. She would continue to facilitate this sub-rosa financial support after the state’s founding by helping the Israelis to secretly fund and arrange visits of Christian luminaries who were likely to report back favorably on issues of concern, such as Israel’s hardline diplomatic stance vis-à-vis the return of Arab war refugees to what had been their homes in Israel.13


America’s other leading liberal publication, The New Republic, covered Palestine much as The Nation did, though with less intensity. Its early coverage was heavily critical of the British. In December 1946, former vice president Henry Wallace took over as the magazine’s editor before quitting, in July 1948, to run for president as far-left challenger to Truman. While at TNR, he took a tour of Palestine in the winter of 1946–1947 and returned home to announce that “Jewish pioneers” in Palestine were “building a new society” there. Wallace found the Zionists in Palestine ready to teach “new lessons and prov[e] new truths for the benefit of all mankind.” They sought to do this, moreover, not from a “somber spirit of sacrifice,” but with “a spirit of joy, springing from their realization that they are rebuilding their ancient nation.”14


Also reporting from Palestine for The New Republic was the legendary leftist journalist (and former Washington correspondent for The Nation) I. F. Stone. Working for an ever-changing series of left-wing publications, depending on who would pay for him and his travels, as well as whose political lines he crossed one too many times, Stone sought to combine the human drama he was witnessing with his Marxist-infused interpretation of world history. He published a series of moving newspaper columns later collected in the now classic work Underground to Palestine, and later a celebratory book with the photographer Robert Capa titled This Is Israel. Stone traveled on the crowded, barely seaworthy vessels secured by the Zionists to smuggle refugees from Europe to Palestine, eluding British warships on the way. He sought “to provide a picture of their trials and their aspirations in the hope that good people, Jewish and non-Jewish, might be moved to help them.” More than any other contemporary journalist, he succeeded in capturing the desperation of Zionist pioneers as well as their passionate optimism. Stone became enraptured by the “tremendous vitality” of those who just months earlier had been “ragged and homeless” survivors of Nazism, and who were now building Jewish Palestine. “In the desert, on the barren mountains,” and in “once malarial marshes,” he wrote, “the Jews have done and are doing what seemed to reasonable men the impossible. Nowhere in the world have human beings surpassed what the Jewish colonists have accomplished in Palestine, and the consciousness of achievement, the sense of things growing, the exhilarating atmosphere of a great common effort infuses [their daily lives].”15


Stone’s reporting created a sensation. He single-handedly lifted the circulation of the intensely pro-Zionist, left-wing daily newspaper P.M., where he filed a number of these reports, to a brief period of profitability. He cared desperately about the fate of the refugees and thrilled to the fact that as they had been “kicked around as Jews… now they want to live as Jews, to hold their heads up as Jews.” He was proud to call them his “kinsmen” and “brothers,” and said they were an inspiration to “all who prize human courage, devotion, and idealism.” And yet Stone did not ignore the fate of the Palestinian Arabs who had been displaced. He scored the Jews for failing to devote “one-tenth” of the attention to Arab relations that they had to building up the land. He refused an enormous offer of publicity funds for Underground to Palestine because it was conditioned on his willingness to remove the endorsement the book carried of Israeli-Palestinian binationalism. He would spend the next half-century of his career searching in vain for a just solution.16


One of the most intriguing publications to be found anywhere when it came to Palestine (and much else) was Commentary, the extremely ambitious intellectual magazine founded and funded by the American Jewish Committee in 1945. The magazine served multiple purposes. It helped to domesticate and assimilate the socialist sons and daughters of the Lower East Side into the liberal mainstream of American Jewish life, for example, but it simultaneously showcased the brilliance and originality of this first-born generation of American Jewish intellectuals before that same mainstream. This was during a period when established American institutions of higher learning and young Jewish intellectuals approached each other with mutual feelings of mistrust. By providing a prestigious forum for the young Jewish writers and aspiring intellectuals to display their talents, the AJC offered a way for each side to traverse at least some of the distance necessary to bridge this gap. It also helped to create a more inclusive intellectual culture for Jew and gentile alike. For Commentary, the question of Palestine was intimately tied up with the self-identity of American Jews and the image of Jews and Judaism that the Zionists were likely to create in the eyes of American gentiles. As its founding editor and guiding spirit, Elliot E. Cohen, explained in Commentary’s first issue, with millions of the Jews of Europe murdered—“Not killed in battle, not massacred in hot blood, but slaughtered like cattle, subjected to every physical indignity—processed”—it had fallen to American Jews to embrace “a far greater share of the responsibility for carrying forward, in a creative way,” their “common Jewish cultural and spiritual heritage.”17


The young Jewish intellectuals in the magazine’s orbit did not much share in the enthusiasm for the Zionist project, save for a rather distant and casual admiration for Zionist essayist Ahad Ha’am’s notion of Israel as a cultural center for Jews worldwide. The young intellectuals’ distaste for Zionism was not, however, simply a matter of the age-old conflict between Jewish particularism and universalism. It was, at bottom, visceral, as if Zionism represented one more skin of the old world to be shed in the new. “The idea of a Jewish state was abhorrent,” recalled Alfred Kazin decades later. “The world of Jews was what we were trying to escape.” It was surely no coincidence that the young, and then still radical, Norman Podhoretz first came to the attention of Commentary’s editors when, in 1951, he penned a condescendingly hostile letter about the Israelis to his mentor, Lionel Trilling. Following a six-week visit there, he called Israeli Jews “a very unattractive people,” finding them to be “gratuitously surly and boorish” as well as “arrogant” and “anxious, and therefore had little hope “to become a real honest-to-goodness New York of the East,” as if this had been—or ought to be—the Zionist ideal. Trilling passed the letter on to then-editor Elliot Cohen, and Podhoretz was invited into the magazine’s inner circle.18


Commentary’s earliest coverage of the conflict tended toward the views expressed by the far-left Zionist fringe Ihud group, where Judah Magnes, Martin Buber, and Gershom Scholem, among others, could be found. Cohen considered Zionism to be a distraction from his mission of shaping young Jewish minds to simultaneously serve the cause of American Jewry and the cause of American culture itself by proving themselves to be the equals of any of America’s leading intellectual lights. His primary correspondent in Palestine was the Prague-born Robert Weltsch, former editor of the distinguished Jüdische Rundshau (Jewish Review), the best-read Jewish publication in Germany until it was forced to shut down in 1938. A close friend and ally of Chaim Weizmann, he cast an extremely critical eye on the Zionist militants preparing for war and statehood. In New York, the democratic-socialist-minded journalist Sidney Hertzberg—father of Hendrik Hertzberg, the famed liberal editor of both The New Republic and The New Yorker—covered the machinations of Zionist politics with a similarly skeptical eye.


By far the most pessimistic reading of the Zionist future to appear in Commentary, however, was Hannah Arendt’s 1946 essay on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of Herzl’s State of the Jews, the pamphlet that had launched the modern Zionist movement in 1896. Arendt, a brilliant German refugee and passionate binationalist, who, after escaping the Holocaust in Germany, had worked for a Zionist organization in Paris before being forced to leave there before the Germans arrived, now compared the Jewish infatuation with Zionism to that of a medieval Jewish community’s disastrous embrace of the false messiah Sabbatai Zevi. Paying precious little heed to what was actually taking place between the already-warring Jews and Arabs two years later in May 1948, Arendt’s tone reached a fevered pitch. Just as Ben-Gurion was announcing the creation of the state, she declared the mood of the Yishuv (the Jewish community in Palestine) to be one in which “terrorism and the growth of totalitarian methods are silently tolerated and secretly applauded.” The likely result would be that “the unique achievements of Zionism in Palestine”—by which she meant collective agricultural farms and other manifestations of its socialist spirit—would be “destroyed.” The new state, Arendt predicted, would be “surrounded by an entirely hostile Arab population, secluded inside ever-threatened borders, absorbed with physical self-defense to a degree that would submerge all other interests and activities.” It would therefore “degenerate into one of those small warrior tribes about whose possibilities and importance history has amply informed us since the days of Sparta.” The net result would be that “Palestinian Jewry would eventually separate itself from the larger body of world Jewry and in its isolation develop into an entirely new people.” She called on the United Nations to impose a solution on the two warring sides—a solution, as she proposed it, that would feature “mixed Jewish-Arab municipal and rural councils.”19


More than seventy years after it was written, Arendt’s missive seems sadly divorced from reality. As the scholar Susie Linfield noted in her 2019 study The Lions’ Den: Zionism and the Left from Hannah Arendt to Noam Chomsky, from the moment it was published, none of her demands seemed remotely practical. There were no Arab counterparts to the Jewish binationalists in Magnes’s Ihud group, and there was no interest in the United States or Britain in imposing peace in Palestine by military force. She also failed to address the fundamental problem that made statehood necessary: the need to find a home for the nearly quarter of a million post-Holocaust Jewish refugees who remained stranded in displaced persons (DP) camps in Europe. And yet despite all these flaws, her predictive powers appear no less remarkable: the historical development of the Jewish state, and with it the Zionist project, has proceeded very much along the lines she predicted. Arendt had her flaws, no doubt, as a political pundit, but at the same time, she demonstrated a tragically impressive gift for political prophecy.


Within the more conservative establishment media in Washington, debate over Palestine tended to reflect the prejudices of the national security bureaucracy. Insider columnists Joseph Alsop and Stewart Alsop, who were brothers, warned their readers in February 1948 that Palestine would face a “catastrophe” after the scheduled British departure in May. US officials had two “unthinkable alternatives.” The first was to do nothing. In that event, “at best, the experts anticipate that most of the great economic progress achieved by the Zionists will be destroyed; that the Jews will be driven from eastern Galilee and the Negeb [sic] strip around Tel Aviv.” But the second alternative was no picnic either. It involved sending US troops into Palestine, for “if the blood bath begins, no force will enter Palestine without American (or Russian) troops at its head.” Yet this could not be done, the Alsops claimed, as it would “inflame the entire Arab and Moslem world.”20


The New York Times’ most influential voice on foreign policy matters, reporter and columnist James “Scotty” Reston, argued in favor of what he termed “a non-partisan approach,” which he unfortunately declined to define. Reston did, however, give voice to State Department–style fears that the new Jewish state would be “likely to seek the support of this country for many of its external policies and constantly may attempt to enlist the political support of pro-Zionist organizations here to gain that assistance.” Other groups, such as “pro-British, Italian and Polish organizations,” he said, had made similar efforts. But according to “officials,” Reston wrote, the Zionists were “better organized, financed and located than the others, and must be neutralized by a Democratic-Republican decision to treat Palestine… on a nonpartisan basis.”21


Reston had a point, if not a solution. The League of Arab States, now called the “Arab League,” formed a lobbying group to pursue Arab interests in 1945, but it remained underfunded, understaffed, and overmatched by the Zionists in every way. It was also wracked by infighting both among the leaders of the Arab nations and between those nations and the largely disorganized and politically leaderless Palestinian population at the time. As a result, the most influential anti-Zionist voices outside the US government likely belonged to former US government officials working with—and often funded by—the oil industry. Ex–US intelligence official Kermit Roosevelt—a grandson of President Theodore Roosevelt and a future CIA officer, who would go on to mastermind a 1953 coup against the democratically elected government of Iran—joined with fellow former spies, State Department officials, and oil business executives to launch the Committee for Justice and Peace in the Holy Land in 1948. Writing in the scholarly Middle East Journal, Roosevelt complained that while virtually every American he knew with any diplomatic, educational, missionary, or business experience in the Middle East opposed the Zionists, President Truman was setting the country on a course that was clearly antithetical to its national interests. Why? Zionist pressure had been “exerted systematically and on a large scale.” This was bad news for Jews, Roosevelt warned. There was a “gap between Zionist Jews and those considerable numbers of American Jews who fervently oppose setting their race apart as a national group.” The Zionists risked making Americans “increasingly conscious of the presence of Jews” in their midst and thereby raising “the specter of increased anti-Semitism.”22


American Jews, however, now appeared ready to shed this concern in favor of the chance to make the Zionist dream a reality. According to a November 1945 Roper poll, over 80 percent of American Jews agreed that “a Jewish state in Palestine is a good thing for the Jews and every possible effort should be made to establish Palestine as a Jewish state or commonwealth for those who want to settle there.” Nearly half a million American Jews were now dues-paying members of at least one Zionist organization, and many more contributed funds and passionately shared their views. What was now called the American Zionist Emergency Council—the political arm of the Zionist groups working together to support Israel in the United States, originally created in 1939, but now vastly energized and expanded—was given the means to conduct a lobbying campaign. The size and scope of the organization had no parallel in the history of democratic politics. Despite constant infighting inside the council between supporters of Rabbi Silver and Rabbi Wise—who traded its chairmanship depending on who was up and who was down—its success outpaced not only that of its opponents, but quite possibly of every lobbying organization either before or since.


In 1941, Ben-Gurion had said, “We must storm the American people, the press, the congress—senate and house of representatives, the churches, the union leaders, the intellectuals—and when these will be with us, the government will be with us.” By the end of 1945, forty-one governors and state legislatures had signed letters calling on Truman “to open the doors of Palestine.” Fully twenty-seven speeches on Palestine were heard in the Senate in just one forty-eight-hour period in February 1947, with another thirty-four senators adding statements of support to the Congressional Record. Mailings ran into the many millions: one Connecticut town boasting just 1,500 Jews managed to send 12,000 preprinted pro-Zionist postcards to US officials. That same year, there were mass demonstrations in thirty cities in a single month. Together with the countless other municipalities that sent the same message, these pro-Zionist politicians and voices could be calculated to represent 90 percent of the US population at the time.23


Jews in Palestine were also making their case with great effectiveness. When the British announced that they were definitely ending their mandate and withdrawing their troops, the question of Palestine’s future was left to the UN Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP). When the eleven members of the committee visited Palestine, “crowds of Jews turned out to greet them” everywhere they went, according to an internal American Jewish Committee report. Arab leaders, on orders from the grand mufti, refused even to acknowledge the visits. After two weeks of this treatment, the committee gave up all attempts at communication with Palestinian Arabs, and its report reflected this.24


The final plan for the proposed partition of Palestine was drafted by Paul Mohn, Sweden’s deputy representative for UNSCOP. Mohn was the son of a philosemitic Swedish Protestant minister who had taught his son about the trials and tribulations of Jewish history. Mohn loved “the Holy Land” and admired the “Jewish intellect.” He was deeply moved by a visit to the DP camps in Europe and sympathized with the desire of the people he met there to build a Jewish homeland. Mohn had hoped to “enable the Jews and the Arabs to live side by side both as friends in peaceful times and as enemies in times of tension.” As it became obvious that this goal was impossible, however, he found he had no trouble deciding which side to favor.25


Mohn’s partition plan favored the Jewish population in every respect. In 1947, at the time he was drafting the UNSCOP plan, the United Nations calculated the Jewish population of Palestine to be about 608,000, or slightly less than a third of its inhabitants. Under the UN’s plan, however, the Jews were to be accorded 55 percent of the land, including the crucial seaport of Jaffa, with its Arab population of 70,000 as against just 10,000 Jews. Forty percent of Palestine was given to its Arabs, with the remaining 5 percent, which included Jerusalem and parts of the Negev desert, to remain under UN sovereignty until such time as everyone could agree on how it might be divided. What had been Palestine was to be split into seven separate zones—divided between Jews, Arabs, and UN control—with a proposed economic union uniting them. But given its complex structure, together with its dependence on mutual goodwill and a spirit of compromise among the two warring sides, the plan might just as well have depended on a herd of unicorns. A vote in the General Assembly was planned for November 29, 1947, the day the British mandate was to be terminated.26


As both Jews and Arabs in Palestine prepared for war, US national security officials refused to give up on their delusional hope for some sort of agreement that might prevent the Zionists from declaring a Jewish state. Even less sensibly, they continued to look for guidance to those Jewish elements who, sharing this hope, had forfeited all influence within the movement. Foremost among these was Judah Magnes. The rabbi, who was still chancellor of Hebrew University, spoke freely, condemning the Zionist “totalitarianism” that sought to unite the Jewish people “by force and violence.” As late as April 1948, he would travel from Jerusalem to the United States on a State Department–sponsored trip to try to dissuade President Truman and Secretary of State George Marshall from recognizing the Jewish state once it was declared. Magnes went so far as to argue for the implementation of sanctions against the Palestinian Jews in the hopes of somehow avoiding war. Nothing, however, could have been less likely. Not only was the rest of the Yishuv already preparing for the coming Arab invasion, but the British were refusing even to consider extending their mandate—they “cannot,” as the US consul general in Jerusalem telegraphed home, “get out of Palestine too soon.”27


Harry Truman was no Zionist. He thought that nations based on religion and/or ethnic exclusivity belonged to the past. But more than anything he wanted to avoid a war that would either end in the slaughter of more Jews or require the commitment of US troops on the ground in Palestine. Even the most optimistic scenario, the successful creation of a Jewish state in Palestine, was undesirable, because it would forever be a thorn in the side of the United States with regard to its relations with the Arab world. Yet Truman was also deeply moved by the increasingly desperate plight of the hundreds of thousands of stateless Jewish refugees—survivors of Nazi death factories, or those who had emerged from hiding places in attics and the like—who had now been shunted off to squalid, unsanitary DP camps. Truman’s “basic approach,” as he described it in his memoir, “was that the long-range fate of Palestine was the kind of problem we had the U.N. for. For the immediate future, however, some aid was needed for the Jews in Europe to find a place to live in decency.” He hoped to provide such aid, however, without simultaneously granting the Zionist demand for Jewish sovereignty.28


In June 1945, barely sixty days into his presidency, Truman sent Earl Harrison, the former commissioner of immigration and naturalization and then dean of the University of Pennsylvania, to Europe to report on the state of the Jewish refugees there. Harrison found that the Jewish DPs were still living “under guard behind barbed-wire fences… amidst crowded, frequently unsanitary and generally grim conditions, in complete idleness.” He wrote Truman, “As matters now stand we appear to be treating the Jews as the Nazis treated them except that we do not exterminate them.” His recommendation was a “quick evacuation of all the non-repatriatable Jews in Germany and Austria, who wish it, to Palestine.”29


Truman agreed and forwarded the report, together with his own endorsement, both to the US supreme commander of the allied forces, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, and to British prime minister Clement Attlee (whose Labour Party had just defeated Churchill’s Conservatives in a landslide). He asked that immediate measures be taken to allow 100,000 Jews to immigrate to Palestine. “No other single matter is so important for those who have known the horrors of concentration camps for over a decade as is the future of immigration possibilities into Palestine,” the president said. Ernest Bevin, the British foreign secretary, was heard to complain that Truman apparently “did not want too many Jews in New York.”30


The conflict between the president’s head and heart would be a consistent theme of his management of the problem of Palestine. Truman’s heartfelt sympathy for the refugees’ plight, together with his admiration for the people of the Old Testament, constantly tugged at his conscience. His political instincts, along with those of his political advisers, also pulled in the direction of the Zionists. His national security team felt otherwise, though, concerned that the conflicts that could arise in a Jewish state would mean problems for the United States in the region in the future, and logically, Truman knew this to be true.


The electoral concerns were real. New York City, where half of America’s Jews already lived, was understood to be crucial to Truman’s hopes for both retaining a Democratic Congress in 1946 and winning the presidential election two years later. Rabbi Silver, a rock-ribbed Republican, was always looming as a potential opposition organizer should Jews grow dissatisfied with Truman’s response to the problem. This concern was exacerbated by the fact that New York’s popular governor, Thomas E. Dewey, looked to be his most likely Republican opponent in the presidential election.


A pattern established itself relatively quickly. When the president found himself with a choice between acceding to the Zionists’ demands or siding with his own national security bureaucracy, he would let loose with a fusillade of complaints about how infuriating the former were being before he ended up siding with them. Bevin recalled Truman saying, just before the 1946 election: “They [the Jews] somehow expect me to fulfill all the prophecies of the prophets. I tell them sometimes that I can no more fulfill all the prophecies of Ezekiel than I can of that other great Jew, Karl Marx.” On, October 4, 1946, as the Jewish holy day of Yom Kippur was about to begin, and with the US midterm elections coming up in November (and just after Dewey had demanded that “hundreds of thousands” of Jews be allowed into Palestine), Truman announced US support for the Jewish Agency’s proposal for “a viable Jewish state in control of its own immigration and economic policies in an adequate area of Palestine.” Confusing as it may have been, this process would repeat itself many times over in the lead-up to 1948, the year both of Israel’s founding and of Truman’s first election contest as the Democratic candidate for president.31


Truman’s closest friends and confidants worked hardly less relentlessly on behalf of the Zionists than the Zionists themselves. The president was heard musing, not long before the 1948 election, “I am in a tough spot. The Jews are bringing all kinds of pressure on me to support the partition of Palestine and the establishment of a Jewish state. On the other hand, the State Department is adamantly opposed to this. I have two Jewish assistants on my staff, David Niles and Max Lowenthal. Whenever I try to talk to them about Palestine, they soon burst into tears.” But these two were hardly the only members of his staff fighting internally for the Zionists. Samuel Rosenman had been a close adviser to FDR and his favorite speechwriter, and Truman viewed him as a valuable voice of reason and experience. Rosenman, who was the first aide to earn the title of “White House counsel,” frequently consulted with Rabbis Wise and Silver. But when Rosenman returned to private practice in February 1946, his replacement, the savvy young gentile attorney Clark Clifford, would turn out to be the key player in the president’s decision-making. Clifford, as it happens, was not particularly interested in Zionism, but he was very much interested in winning elections.32
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