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Preface to the fifth edition


It has been twenty years since this book was first published. At the outset we were hopeful that despite the very different perspectives of Israelis and Palestinians, it might be possible for peace to prevail in the Middle East. Yet, year after year hostilities have continued to undermine all efforts for reconciliation. The year 2022 does not look more hopeful. Nonetheless, we believe that dialogue – such as is found in this book – is essential. It is our aim to provide a framework for debate and discussion, and understanding. As readers will see, throughout this volume we fiercely disagree over a wide range of issues. But we do see the bigger picture – that this conflict must not be allowed to destroy the lives of any more generations of Israelis and Palestinians.





Prefaces to previous editions


Fourth edition (2015)


Since the third edition was published, much has taken place in the Middle East. Most significantly with regard to the Palestine–Israeli conflict, President Mahmoud Abbas addressed the United Nations on 23 September 2011, pleading for recognition of Palestine as a nation state. At the conclusion of his speech, he stated:




The time has come for our men, women and children to live normal lives, for them to be able to sleep without waiting for the worst that the next day will bring; for mothers to be assured that their children will return home without fear of suffering, killing, arrest or humiliation; for students to be able to go to their schools and universities without checkpoints obstructing them. The time has come for sick people to be able to reach hospitals normally, and for our farmers to be able to take care of their good land without fear of the occupation seizing the land and its water, which the Wall prevents access to, or fear of the settlers, for whom settlements are being built on our land and who are uprooting and burning the olive trees that have existed for hundreds of years. The time has come for the thousands of prisoners to be released from the prisons to return to their families and their children to become part of building their homeland, for the freedom of which they have settled.


(Haaretz.com, 29 December 2011)





In his speech to the United Nations, delivered following this address, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu extended the hand of peace to the Palestinian people. Yet he stressed that peace must be anchored in security. The truth, he stated, is that a solution to the Middle East crisis cannot be achieved through UN resolutions, but only through direct negotiations between the parties. Israel, he insisted, wants peace with a Palestinian state, but the Palestinians want a state without peace. As the Prime Minister of Israel, he was unprepared to risk the future of the Jewish state on wishful thinking. Serious peace talks, he insisted, can be properly addressed, but they will not be confronted without negotiations. Regrettably, negotiations collapsed after these events, and Israel’s attempt to curtail rockets being fired by Hamas by launching Operation Protective Edge has intensified the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians. As this book goes to print, we can only hope that there can at long last – after a century of hatred and bloodshed – be a lasting peace.


Third edition (2008)


Over seven years ago, this book was first published as the Palestine–Israeli conflict intensified. In the second edition, published in 2003, we discussed further events that had profoundly affected Middle East politics: in particular, the terror attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon had focused international attention on the significance of the struggle between Israelis and Palestinians. In the subsequent four years, major events have taken place in the Holy Land: Prime Minister Ariel Sharon suffered a severe stroke and was replaced by Ehud Olmert; Yasser Arafat died and Mahmoud Abbas was elected President of the Palestinian Authority; Israel launched an offensive against Hezbollah; and most recently Hamas won the majority of seats in the Palestinian Legislative Council. Today there is a major struggle between Hamas and Fatah for the hearts and minds of the Palestinian people. This revised version of our book highlights these most recent developments while presenting a history of the struggle between Jews and Palestinians for the land of their ancestors.


Second edition (2003)


This book was first published in the summer of 2001 at the height of the Palestine–Israeli conflict. Since then major world events have reshaped the nature of the conflict in the Middle East. On 11 September 2001 terror attacks were carried out on the World Trade Center in New York, destroying both towers. In addition, the Pentagon was damaged in an air attack. In March 2003 the United States and Britain launched an invasion of Iraq. Today many commentators suggest that there is currently a clash of civilizations, and a new world order is emerging, spearheaded by the United States. This revised version of our book traces the history of the conflict in the Middle East from the end of the nineteenth century until the present day, and includes information about the most recent developments, including the horrific attack on the World Trade Center, the continuation of suicide bombings in Israel and the Israeli onslaught against Palestinians in the West Bank. The debate at the end of the book also contains new material about the growth of Arab anti-Semitism and the dangers of US domination on the world stage.


First edition (2001)


During recent years the conflict in the Middle East has exploded onto our television screens. Day after day images of violence and suffering have dominated the news. Scenes of heavily armed Israeli soldiers facing young Palestinian children hurling stones with slingshots – like Goliath facing David – have evoked dismay and confusion. The vehemence of the Palestinian reaction is a result of years of pent-up anger and frustration. The Israeli response has been swift and determined: Palestinian towns have been besieged, territories sealed off and negotiations suspended between the Israeli government and Palestinian representatives.


What are the causes of this bloody conflict? Is there any hope for peace in the Middle East? These are the questions that this book seeks to explore. Designed for the general reader with little knowledge of the modern history of the Middle East, this volume is unique in its approach, offering both a Jewish and a Palestinian perspective. Nearly all studies of the Arab–Israeli conflict are written by a single author, but here two differing accounts are presented from a Palestinian and a Jewish scholar with widely divergent views.


Dr Dawoud El-Alami is from a distinguished Palestinian family. Born in Jerusalem, Dr El-Alami was educated in Egypt and graduated from the University of Cairo with a degree in law. Initially he worked as a lawyer, only later becoming an academic. Over the years, he has held appointments at the University of Kent in Canterbury, the University of Oxford, Al Al-Bayt University in Jordan and the University of Wales, Lampeter. An ardent advocate of the Palestinian cause, he is critical of both Israeli and Palestinian policy.


Professor Dan Cohn-Sherbok is an American rabbi who was ordained at the Hebrew Union College Jewish Institute of Religion, and later obtained a doctorate from the University of Cambridge. He has served Reform congregations in the United States, Australia, Britain and South Africa, and is currently Professor of Judaism at the University of Wales, Lampeter. He has written a study of Israel, Israel: The History of an Idea, in which he advocates the creation of a homeland for the Palestinians. Nonetheless, he is a strong advocate of a Jewish state in the Middle East.


In their presentations, both authors outline the history of Middle East politics, beginning with the origins of Zionism in the late nineteenth century. They adopt different perspectives about the same historical events. For Cohn-Sherbok, the creation of the State of Israel was an urgent necessity, given the terrible history of the Jews in Europe. In his view the Holocaust provides ample justification for the establishment of a Jewish nation. El-Alami, however, regards Israel’s claims to Palestine as lacking any legal or moral foundation. Angrily, he protests the Jewish appropriation of Palestinian land. In his opinion, Israel must compensate the Palestinian people for nearly a century of hardship. In the concluding chapter of this volume, Cohn-Sherbok and El-Alami debate the central issues of the Middle East crisis. The aim of this study is thus to encourage readers to gain an informed understanding of both the Jewish and Palestinian viewpoints and to come to their own conclusions regarding the troubled and turbulent history of this part of the world.





Chronology






	1862


	Publication of Rome and Jerusalem by Moses Hess.







	1881


	Assassination of Tsar Alexander II followed by persecution of Russian Jews.







	1882


	Publication of Autoemancipation by Leon Pinsker.







	1882–1903


	First Aliyah.







	1891


	Arab protests against Zionist settlers in Palestine.







	1894–5


	Alfred Dreyfus falsely charged with espionage.







	1896


	Publication of The Jewish State by Theodor Herzl.







	1897


	First International Congress of Zionists.







	1903


	Persecution of Jews in Kishinev.







	1904


	Beginning of Second Aliyah.







	1905


	Seventh Zionist Congress rejects alternative to Palestine as aim of Zionism.







	1908–9


	Arab opposition to Zionist settlements intensifies.







	1914–18


	First World War.







	1915–16


	Sykes-Picot agreement.







	1917


	Balfour Declaration.







	 


	Arab Revolt: Lawrence takes Aqaba, Allenby enters Jerusalem.







	1919


	Chaim Weizmann leads Zionist delegation at Paris Peace Conference.







	1919–23


	Third Aliyah.







	1920–1


	Arab anti-Jewish riots in Palestine.







	1924–32


	Fourth Aliyah.







	1929


	Arab riots in Jerusalem, Hebron and Safed.







	1930


	Passfield White Paper seeks British disengagement from the Jewish National Home aspects of the Balfour Declaration and the Palestine Mandate.







	1931


	Irgun Tzevai Leumi established.







	1933–5


	Fifth Aliyah.







	1937


	Peel Commission recommends partition of Palestine.







	1938


	Evian Conference.







	1939


	Conference at St James’s Palace.







	 


	White Paper repudiates partition and favours an independent Palestinian state.







	1939–42


	Co-operation between British forces and Jews in Palestine.







	1942


	Loss of Struma. Biltmore Congress.







	1943


	Anglo–American Conference at Bermuda on refugees.







	1944


	Assassination of Lord Moyne in Cairo.







	1945


	President Truman supports the demand for a large number of immigrants to Palestine.







	1946


	Truman supports demand for admission of 100,000 refugees to Palestine. This is refused by the British.







	 


	Jewish sabotage operations throughout Palestine. Irgun blows up King David Hotel in Jerusalem.







	 


	Truman endorses partition of Palestine and creation of a Jewish state.







	1947


	British Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, declares intention to refer the Palestine Mandate back to the United Nations. General Assembly votes for partition of Palestine into a Palestinian and a Jewish state.







	 


	The British government expresses its intention to terminate its responsibility under the Mandate.







	1948


	Irgun, led by Menachem Begin, massacre villagers at Deir Yassin. Palestinian civilians flee en masse fearing a similar fate.







	 


	Ben-Gurion declares the State of Israel.







	 


	Termination of the British Mandate.







	 


	Arab armies enter areas assigned to the Palestinian state under the partition plan to support Palestinian resistance.







	 


	UN appoints as mediator Count Folke Bernadotte.







	 


	Bernadotte assassinated.







	 


	Fighting between Israel and Egypt.







	 


	Moshe Dayan drives all Palestinian civilians from Lydda and Ramleh by force.







	 


	UN Resolution 194 states that Palestinian refugees wishing to return to their homes should be permitted to do so and that compensation for loss or damage to property should be paid.







	1949


	Israel concludes armistice agreements with Egypt, Lebanon and Syria.







	 


	UN votes in favour of internationalizing Jerusalem.







	 


	Ben-Gurion declares Jerusalem the capital of Israel.







	1950


	Beginning of immigration to Israel of Jews from Arab countries.







	 


	King Abdullah of Jordan formally annexes the West Bank.







	 


	The Law of Return gives the right to settle in Israel to every Jew worldwide.







	1951


	King Abdullah assassinated in Jerusalem at Friday prayers.







	1952


	Coup in Egypt by ‘Free Officers’; rise to power of Nasser.







	1953


	Ben-Gurion retires. Moshe Sharrett becomes Prime Minister of Israel.







	1954


	Increased fedayeen attacks on Israel.







	 


	Israeli army attacks Nahalin in the West Bank.







	1955


	Israel launches major raid against Egyptians.







	 


	Military pact between Egypt and Syria.







	 


	Ben-Gurion becomes Prime Minister.







	1956


	Israel attacks in Sinai.







	 


	Israeli border guards massacre forty-nine villagers at Kufr Kassem.







	 


	UN Security Council Resolution calling for Israeli withdrawal from Sinai vetoed by Britain and France.







	 


	British and French attack in the Canal Zone.







	1957


	Israel announces intention conditionally to withdraw from Sinai.







	 


	Palestinian Liberation Party (Fatah) founded.







	1958


	Relations between Israel and United States strengthened.







	1963


	Levi Eshkol becomes Prime Minister.







	1964


	Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) founded.







	1966


	Fedayeen activity against Israel increased.







	1967


	Nasser sends troops into Sinai.







	 


	Nasser closes Strait of Tiran to Israeli shipping.







	 


	Six-Day War.







	 


	Summit at Khartoum.







	 


	United Nations Security Council Resolution 242 issued.







	1968


	Golda Meir becomes Prime Minister.







	 


	Egypt commences war of attrition against Israel.







	 


	Yasser Arafat elected Chairman of the Executive Committee of the PLO.







	1970


	Black September: Jordanian army acts against PLO guerrillas in Jordan.







	1971


	PLO guerrillas leave Jordan for Syria and south Lebanon.







	1972


	Black September organization seizes Israeli athletes at Munich Olympics. Nine Israelis die in airport shoot-out.







	1973


	Egypt and Syria launch full-scale war against Israeli forces occupying the Sinai Peninsula and Golan Heights.







	1974


	Summit meeting of Arab leaders in Rabat declares the PLO the only legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.







	1975


	Civil war breaks out in Lebanon. Palestinian guerrillas fight alongside Lebanese leftists and Muslims against Maronite Christians.







	1976


	Following Syrian intervention in the Lebanese civil war, Arab leaders agree to a cease-fire.







	1977


	Sadat goes to Jerusalem for peace offer.







	1978


	Israel invades south Lebanon and attacks Palestinian guerrilla bases.







	 


	Camp David Accords signed by Egypt, Israel and USA.







	1979


	Egypt and Israel sign peace treaty.







	1981


	Katyusha war between the PLO and Israel in Lebanon.







	 


	Sadat assassinated by Egyptian militants during a military parade celebrating victory in the 1973 war.







	1982


	Israel invades Lebanon again in an all-out offensive against the PLO. Israeli forces reach outskirts of Beirut. Following the siege, the PLO leaves Lebanon, establishes headquarters in Tunis and scatters its fighters throughout the Arab countries.







	 


	Massacre of Palestinian refugees in Sabra and Shatila camps in Lebanon.







	 


	Israeli Defence Minister Sharon forced from office.







	 


	Lebanon–Israel truce.







	1985


	Israeli Air Force attack on PLO headquarters in Tunis.







	 


	Palestinian Liberation Front hijacks Achile Lauro in the Mediterranean.







	 


	Palestinian Intifada begins in the Israeli-occupied Gaza Strip and the West Bank.







	 


	Khalil al-Wazir (Abu Jihad) assassinated by Israeli commandos in Tunis.







	 


	Jordanian disengagement from the West Bank.







	 


	Palestinian National Council declares an independent Palestinian state.







	 


	Arafat recognizes Israel and renounces terrorism before the UN at Geneva.







	 


	USA agrees to open dialogue.







	 


	Mass migration of Soviet Jews to Israel begins.







	1990


	Iraq invades Kuwait.







	1991


	Gulf War: Allied bombing campaign against Iraq.







	 


	Middle East Peace Conference in Madrid.







	1992


	Labour Party under Rabin wins Israeli election and engages the PLO in dialogue.







	1993


	PLO declaration of principles on interim self-government.







	1994


	Jewish settler Baruch Goldstein murders Palestinian Muslims worshipping at Hebron Mosque.







	 


	Cairo Agreement between Israel and PLO.







	 


	Israel–Jordan Peace Treaty: Whitehouse lawn handshake between Rabin, Peres and Arafat, who are jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.







	 


	Israeli forces commence withdrawal from Jericho and the Gaza Strip.







	1995


	Rabin assassinated by Jewish extremist at a peace rally in Tel Aviv.







	1996


	Benjamin Netanyahu becomes Prime Minister.







	1998


	Wye River agreement between Netanyahu and Arafat.







	1999


	Netanyahu loses Israeli election to Ehud Barak.







	 


	King Hussein of Jordan dies and is succeeded by his eldest son, Abdullah.







	2000


	Israel withdraws from Lebanon.







	 


	Death of President Hafez al-Asad of Syria.







	 


	Palestinian uprising.







	 


	Final collapse of Wye Accords as Palestinians reject Israeli plan that would keep large areas of the West Bank under Israeli control.







	 


	Visit by MK Ariel Sharon to al-Haram al-Sharif/ Temple Mount triggers Al-Aqsa Intifada.







	2001


	Ariel Sharon elected Prime Minister of Israel. ‘Dolphinarium’ discotheque in Tel Aviv hit by suicide bomb.







	 


	‘Sbarro’ pizzeria suicide bombing in Jerusalem by Islamic Jihad.







	 


	Israel assassinates Abu Ali Mustafa.







	 


	Terror attacks on the World Trade Center.







	 


	PFLP assassinates Israeli tourism minister Rehav’am Ze’evi.







	2002


	Saudi Prince Abdullah announces a Peace plan. Israel mounts operation ‘Defensive Wall’ in retaliation for suicide bombings.







	 


	Invasion of Jenin refugee camp and West Bank towns.







	 


	Chairman Arafat imprisoned in the ‘Mukata’ compound in Ramallah.







	 


	End of sieges in Mukata and Church of Nativity.







	 


	Chairman Arafat signs the 2002: PNA Basic Law.







	 


	Israel commences building of the ‘Separation Fence’.







	 


	President Bush calls for Israeli withdrawal and a Palestinian state, but insists that PNA be reformed and current leaders replaced.







	 


	Israel assassinates Saleh Shehadeh.







	 


	Israel’s government unstable due to resignations in the Labour Party.







	2003


	Cairo conference of Palestinian groups.







	 


	Ariel Sharon re-elected Prime Minister.







	 


	United States and Britain invade Iraq overthrowing the regime of Saddam Hussein.







	2003


	Mahmoud Abbas appointed Prime Minister.







	 


	Arafat under siege in Ramallah headquarters.







	2004


	Operation Rainbow.







	 


	Operation Days of Penitence.







	 


	Ramallah siege continues.







	 


	Arafat delegates powers to Mahmoud Abbas.







	 


	Death of Arafat.







	2005


	Mahmoud Abbas elected President.







	 


	Ariel Sharon resigns as leader of Likud party and sets up Kadima. Israeli disengagement from the Gaza Strip.







	2006


	Ariel Sharon suffers haemorrhagic stroke.







	 


	Ehud Olmert elected Prime Minister of Israel.







	 


	Hamas wins a majority of seats in the Palestinian legislature.







	 


	Israel–Lebanon War.







	 


	Hamas and Fatah agree to a cease-fire.







	2007


	Fighting continues between Hamas and Fatah.







	 


	The armed wing of Hamas announces that the truce with Israel has ended.







	2008


	Bush tours Middle East.







	 


	Popular breakout from Gaza into Egypt to buy essential supplies.







	2009


	Barack Obama elected President of the United States of America.







	 


	US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton goes to Israel.







	 


	White House announces negotiations to take place between Israel and the Palestinians.







	 


	Israel imposes construction freeze on settlements in the West Bank.







	2010


	Israel carries out Gaza flotilla raid.







	 


	Negotiations take place between Israel and the Palestinians.







	2011


	Fatah and Hamas sign a unity agreement.







	 


	Mahmoud Abbas appeals to the UN General Assembly to recognize Palestine as a nation state.







	2014


	On 8 July, Israel launches Operation Protective Edge in the Gaza Strip; its aim is to stop rocket attacks from Gaza.







	 


	Mahmoud Abbas appears before the UN General Assembly demanding an end to Israeli occupation and recognition of the Palestinian State.







	2015


	Prime Minister Netanyahu forms a new coalition government.







	 


	Israel suspends contact with European Union officials in talks with Palestinians after the EU decides to label goods from Jewish settlements in the West Bank as coming not from Israel but from settlements.







	2016


	Israel suspends working ties with twelve countries that voted for a Security Council resolution condemning settlement building.







	2017


	The Israeli Parliament passes a law which retroactively legalizes dozens of Jewish settlements built on private Palestinian land in the West Bank. This is later struck down by the Supreme Court (in 2020).







	 


	US President Donald Trump recognizes Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.







	 


	President Trump also recognizes Israeli sovereignty over the Golan Heights.







	2018


	The ‘Great March of Return’. Palestinians demonstrate at the border for several weeks.







	 


	The UN and Egypt attempt to broker a long-term cease-fire between Israel and Hamas amid an upsurge in violence on the Gaza border as more than one hundred Palestinians are killed and 11,000 injured.







	 


	The US moves its embassy to Jerusalem.







	2019


	The US states it no longer considers Israeli settlements on the West Bank to be illegal.







	2020


	The United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan and Morocco normalize relations with Israel.







	 


	Israel postpones its plan to annex the Jordan Valley.







	2021


	Mahmoud Abbas postpones the first planned PNA and presidential elections in fifteen years.







	 


	Unrest over forced evictions of Palestinians in East Jerusalem leads to conflict between Israel and Hamas, and communal unrest in Israeli cities.
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1


The Zionist movement


Religious and spiritual Zionism


For thousands of years Jews anticipated the coming of the Messiah who would bring about a final in-gathering of the Jewish people to their ancient homeland. This was to be a divinely predetermined miraculous event which would inaugurate the messianic age. However, in the early nineteenth century within religious Orthodox circles there emerged a new trend, the advocacy of an active approach to Jewish messianism. A number of Jewish writers maintained that, rather than adopt a passive attitude towards the problem of redemption, the Jewish nation must engage in the creation of a homeland in anticipation of the advent of the Messiah.


Pre-eminent among such religious Zionists was Yehuda hai Alkalai, born in 1798 in Sarajevo to Rabbi Sholomo Alkalai, the spiritual leader of the local Jewish community. During his youth Yehuda lived in Palestine, where he was influenced by kabbalistic thought. In 1825 he served as a rabbi in Semlin in Serbia; in 1834 he published a booklet entitled Shema Yisrael in which he advocated the establishment of Jewish colonies in Palestine, a view at variance with the traditional Jewish belief that the Messiah would come through an act of divine deliverance.


When in 1840 the Jews of Damascus were charged with the blood libel (killing a child and using its blood in an act of ritual), Alkalai became convinced that the Jewish people could be secure only in their own land. Henceforth he published a series of books and pamphlets explaining his plan of self-redemption. In Minhat Yehuda, for example, he argued on the basis of the Hebrew scriptures that the Messiah will not miraculously materialize; rather, he will be preceded by various preparatory events. In this light the Holy Land needs to be populated by Jewry in preparation for messianic deliverance.1 For Alkalai, redemption is not simply a divine affair – it is also a human concern requiring labour and persistence.


This demystification of traditional messianic eschatology extends to Alkalai’s advocacy of Hebrew as a language of communication. Traditionally, Hebrew was viewed as a sacred language; it was not to be profaned by daily use. Alkalai, however, recognized the practical importance of having a single language for ordinary life in Palestine. It would be a mistake, he believed, to think that God will send an angel to teach his people all seventy languages. Instead the Jewish people must ensure that Hebrew is studied so that it can be used for ordinary life.2


How can this process of redemption be accomplished? Alkalai stressed the importance of convening an assembly of those dedicated to the realization of this goal. Thus he asserted that the redemption must begin with efforts by Jews themselves. They must organize, choose leaders and leave the countries in which they reside. Since no community can exist without a governing body, the first step in this process of resettlement must be the appointment of elders of each district to oversee the affairs of the community.3


Another early pioneer of religious Zionism was Zwi Hirsch Kalischer, the rabbi of Toun in the province of Posen, in Poland. An early defender of Orthodoxy against the advances made by Reform Judaism, he championed the commandments in prescribing faith in the Messiah and devotion to the Holy Land. In 1836 he expressed his commitment to Jewish settlement in Palestine in a letter to the head of the Berlin branch of the Rothschild family. The beginning of redemption, he maintained, will come through natural causes by human effort to gather the scattered of Israel into the Holy Land.4


Such a conviction did not actively engage Kalischer until 1860 when a society was organized in Frankfurt on the Oder to encourage Jewish settlement in Palestine. After joining this group, he published a Zionist work, Derishat Zion (Seeking Zion), which appeared in 1862. The redemption of Israel, he argued, will not take place miraculously. Instead, the redemption of Israel will take place slowly through awakening support from philanthropists and gaining the consent of other nations to the gathering of the Jewish people into the Holy Land.5


For Kalischer practical steps must be taken to fulfil this dream of resettlement. What is required is that an organization be created to encourage emigration, and to purchase and cultivate farms and vineyards. Such a programme would be a ray of deliverance to those who were languishing in Palestine suffering poverty and famine; this situation would be utterly changed if those able to contribute to this effort were inspired by the vision of a Jewish homeland. An advantage of this scheme would be to bring to fruition those religious commandments that attach to working the soil of the Holy Land. But beyond all this, Kalischer was convinced that Jewish farming would be a spur to messianic redemption.


Following in the footsteps of such religious Zionists as Alkalai and Kalischer, Abraham Isaac Kook formulated a vision of messianic redemption integrating the creation of a Jewish state. Born in Greiva, Latvia, in 1865, Kook received a traditional Jewish education and in 1895 became rabbi of Bausk. In 1904 he emigrated to Palestine, eventually becoming the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi after the British Mandate. Unlike secularists who advocated practical efforts to secure a Jewish state, Kook embarked on the task of reinterpreting the Jewish religious tradition to transform religious messianic anticipation into the basis for collaboration with the aspirations of modern Zionism.


According to Kook, the centrality of Israel is a fundamental dimension of Jewish life and a crucial element of Jewish religious consciousness. Yet the fervent belief in messianic deliverance has not been accompanied by an active policy of resettlement. This disjunction between religious aspirations for the return from exile and the desire of most Jews to live in the diaspora highlights the confusion in Jewish thinking about the role of Israel in Jewish life. There is thus a contradiction between the messianic belief in a return to Zion and the accommodating attitude to exile of most Jews throughout history.


For Kook, this contradiction at the heart of Jewish existence must be confronted and resolved. Kook maintained that a Jewish person in the diaspora is able to observe all commandments of the Law and live as a devout Jew. Yet, because he lives outside the Jewish homeland, an essential dimension of Jewishness is missing from his life. Life in the diaspora involves one in unholiness whereas by settling in Palestine it is possible to live a spiritually unsullied life. Return to Zion is thus imperative for an authentic existence.6 For Kook, attachment to the land must serve as the foundation of Jewish life in the modern world. Although the secular pioneers who came to Palestine were motivated by ideological convictions alien to traditional Judaism, their actions are paradoxically part of God’s plan of redemption. In the cosmic scheme of the divine will, seemingly atheistic and secular actions are absorbed into the unfolding of God’s plan for his chosen people. Therefore these pioneers unintentionally contributed to the advent of the Messiah.7


Like Alkalai and Kalischer and Kook, Asher Zvi Ginsberg (later known as Ahad Ha-Am) was concerned with the spiritual redemption of the Jewish people, although his thought is devoid of traditional Jewish ideas of messianic redemption. Born in Skvira in the Russian Ukraine on 18 August 1856, he received a traditional Jewish education. In 1868 his family moved to an estate that his wealthy father leased; there he studied the works of medieval Jewish philosophers and writers of the Enlightenment. Later he studied French and German literature and philosophy. After attempting unsuccessfully to continue his study in various European capitals, he moved to Odessa in 1886, where he began to publish articles concerning contemporary Jewish life.


His first essay, Wrong Way, set the stage for his role within the Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion) movement. In this work he advocated a return to Zion, but remained critical of a number of aspects of the movement’s platform. In a later essay, The Jewish State and the Jewish Problem, he discussed the notion of a Jewish settlement. According to Ahad Ha-Am, even if a Jewish state existed in Palestine, not all Jews would be able to settle there. What would be the result if only a small section of the world Jewish population emigrated? Ahad Ha-Am argued that the economic problems facing Eastern European Jewry would not be solved for those who remained behind. The Jewish state could only contribute to cultural and spiritual regeneration.


The central dilemma faced by Zionism is how the spiritual perplexities of Jews in the diaspora could be resolved by the creation of a Jewish homeland. For Ahad Ha-Am, Zionism is able to solve the problems of Western Jewry more readily than to ameliorate the condition of Jews in Eastern Europe. Jews in the West are separated from Jewish culture and simultaneously alienated from the society in which they reside. The existence of a Jewish state would enable them to solve the problems of national identity, compensating them for their lack of integration into the culture of the country in which they live.8 This ideal can cure the Jews in the West of their social unease, their sense of inferiority in lands where they are aliens. Ahad Ha-Am was thus insistent that the Jewish state be infused with Jewish values, and not simply be a homeland for the Jewish people. It must embody the religious and cultural ideals of the Jewish past.


Although Ahad Ha-Am’s vision of the return to the Jews’ ancestral homeland was not filled with messianic longing, his idealization of the spiritual, religious and cultural dimensions of Judaism and their embodiment of a Jewish state was rooted in Jewish messianism. For Ahad Ha-Am, it would not be a divinely appointed Messiah who would bring about the realization of God’s kingdom on earth. Rather this would be the task of the Jewish people themselves. Through the creation of a Jewish state, the spiritual values of the faith are to materialize in the Holy Land.


Secular Zionism


In contrast with such figures as Alkalai, Kalischer, Kook and Ahad Ha-Am, modern secular Zionists have been preoccupied with the problem of anti-Semitism rather than religious and spiritual values. Modern secular Zionism begins with the writings of Moses Hess. Born in Bonn, Germany, Hess settled in Paris, where he was active in socialist circles. From 1842 to 1843 he served as the Paris correspondent of the Rheinische Zeitung, edited by Karl Marx. In 1862 he published Rome and Jerusalem, a systematic defence of Jewish nationalism. In this work, he argued that anti-Jewish sentiment is unavoidable. Progressive Jews think they can escape from Judeophobia by recoiling from any Jewish national expression, yet the hatred of Jews is inescapable.


For Hess, Jews will always remain strangers among the nations: nothing can alter this state of affairs. The only solution to the problem of Jew hatred is for the Jewish people to come to terms with their national identity. According to Hess, the restoration of Jewish nationalism will not deprive the world of the benefits promoted by Jewish reformers who wish to dissociate themselves from the particularistic dimensions of the Jewish heritage. On the contrary, the values of universalism will be championed by various aspects of Judaism’s national character. What is required today, Hess asserted, is for Jewry to regenerate the Jewish nation and to keep alive the hope for the political rebirth of the Jewish people.9


For Hess, a Jewish renaissance is possible once national life reasserts itself in the Holy Land. In the past the creative energies of the people deserted Israel when Jews became ashamed of their nationality. But the holy spirit, he argued, will again animate Jewry once the nation awakens to a new life. The only question remaining is how it might be possible to stimulate the patriotic sentiments of modern Jewry as well as to liberate the Jewish masses by means of this revived national loyalty. This is a formidable challenge, yet Hess maintained that it must be tackled. Although he recognized that there could not be a total emigration of world Jewry to Palestine, Hess believed that the existence of a Jewish state would act as a spiritual centre for the Jewish people and all of humanity.


The Russian pogroms had a profound impact on another early Zionist, Leon Pinsker, driving him from an espousal of the ideas of the Enlightenment to the determination to create a Jewish homeland. Born in Tomaszów in Russian Poland in 1821, Pinsker attended a Russian high school, studied law in Odessa and later received a medical degree from the University of Moscow. Upon returning to Odessa, he was appointed to the staff of the local city hospital. After 1860 he contributed to Jewish weekly papers and was active in the Society for the Spread of Culture among the Jews of Russia. However, when Jews were massacred in the pogroms of 1881, he left the Society, convinced that a more radical remedy was required to solve the plight of Russian Jewry.


In 1882 he published Autoemancipation, in which he argued that the Jewish problem is as unresolved in the modern world as it was in former times. In essence, this dilemma concerns the unassimilable character of Jewish identity in countries where Jews are in the minority. In such cases there is no basis for mutual respect between Jews and non-Jews. Among the nations of the world, Pinsker argued, the Jews are like a nation long since dead. The fear of the Jewish ghost has been a typical reaction throughout the centuries, and has paved the way for current Judeophobia. This prejudice has through the years become rooted and naturalized among all peoples of the world.


Such Jew hatred has generated various charges against the Jewish people: throughout history Jews have been accused of crucifying Jesus, drinking the blood of Christians, poisoning wells, exacting usury and exploiting peasants. Such accusations are invariably groundless – they were trumped up to quiet the conscience of Jew baiters. Thus Judaism and anti-Semitism have been inseparable companions through the centuries, and any struggle against this aberration of the human mind is fruitless. Unlike other peoples, the Jews are inevitably aliens. They are not simply guests in a foreign country; they are more like beggars and refugees.


The isolation of the Jew, Pinsker continued, cannot be removed by any form of official emancipation, since the Jew is eternally an alien. Given this situation, the Jewish people have no choice but to reconstitute themselves as a separate people. The Jewish struggle to attain this goal has an inherent justification that belongs to the quest of every oppressed people. Although this endeavour may be opposed in various quarters, the battle must continue – the Jewish people have no other way out of their desperate position. There is a moral duty to ensure that persecuted Jews wherever they live will have a secure home.10


For Pinsker the present moment is a decisive time for the revival of national aspirations. History appears to be on the side of world Jewry in its longing for a national homeland. Even in the absence of a leader like Moses, the recognition of what Jewish people need most should arouse a number of energetic individuals to take on positions of responsibility. Already, he noted, there are societies that are pressing for the creation of a Jewish nation. They must now invoke a national congress and establish a national directorate to bring to fruition these plans. Not all Jews would be able to settle in this Jewish homeland. Yet, it would serve as a refuge for those who seek to flee from oppression and persecution.


More than with any other figure, modern secular Zionism has become identified with Theodor Herzl. Born on 2 May 1860 in Budapest, Hungary, he was the only son of a rich merchant. After studying at a technical school and high school in Budapest, he went to Vienna, where he enrolled in the law faculty of the university. In 1884 he received a doctorate and worked for a year as a civil servant. Subsequently he wrote plays, and in 1892 was appointed to the staff of the Neue Freie Presse. As its Paris correspondent, he witnessed the Dreyfus affair and became convinced that the Jewish problem could be solved only by the creation of Jewish homeland.


In May 1895 Herzl requested an interview with Baron Maurice de Hirsch to interest him in the establishment of a Jewish state. When the Baron expressed little sympathy for the project, Herzl hoped the Rothschilds would be more receptive and wrote a sixty-five-page proposal outlining his views. This work was an outline of his The Jewish State, which appeared in February 1896; this was followed by a utopian study, Alteneuland, published in 1902. Herzl’s analysis of modern Jewish existence was not original – many of his ideas were preceded in the writings of Moses Hess and Leon Pinsker. However, what was novel about Herzl’s espousal of Zionism was his success in stimulating interest in and debate about a Jewish state in the highest diplomatic and political circles. This was due both to the force of his personality and to the passionate expression of his proposals.


Convinced of the importance of his views, Herzl insisted that the building of a Jewish homeland would transform Jewish life. In the preface to The Jewish State Herzl states that his advocacy of a Jewish homeland is not simply a utopian scheme; on the contrary, his plan is a realistic proposal arising out of the appalling conditions facing Jews living under oppression and persecution. The plan, he argued, would be impractical if only a single individual were to undertake it. But if many Jews were to agree on its importance, its implementation would be entirely reasonable. Like Pinsker, Herzl believed that the Jewish question can be solved only if the Jews constitute themselves as one people.11


Old prejudices against Jewry are ingrained in Western society – assimilation will not act as a cure for the ills that beset the Jewish people. There is only one remedy for the malady of anti-Semitism: the creation of a Jewish commonwealth. In The Jewish State Herzl outlined the nature of such a social and political entity. The plan, he argued, should be carried out by two agencies: the Society of Jews and the Jewish Company. The scientific programme and political policies that the Society of Jews will establish should be carried out by the Jewish Company. This body will be the liquidating agent for the business interests of departing Jews, and will organize trade and commerce in the new country. Given such a framework, immigration of Jews will be gradual. Their tasks will be to construct roads, bridges, railways and telephone installations; in addition, they will regulate rivers and provide themselves with homesteads.


Those Jews who agree with the concept of a Jewish state should rally round the Society of Jews and encourage its endeavours. In this way they will give it authority in the eyes of governments, and in time ensure that the state is recognized through international law. If other nations are willing to grant Jews sovereignty over a neutral land, then the Society will be able to enter into negotiations for its possession. In his novel Alteneuland Herzl discussed the social and economic structure of such a state in Palestine. These two works, one a passionate call for the building of a Jewish country and the other a novelistic proposal for Jewish existence in such a future society in Palestine, strengthened the case for political Zionism. Championing the concept of a Jewish refuge from persecution, Herzl laid the foundations for the creation of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East.



The origins of the Zionist movement


Anxious to pursue his Zionist vision, Theodor Herzl began a campaign to arouse interest in the creation of a Jewish homeland. In 1896 he established contact with Hovevei Zion in Russia and Poland. This was followed in the same year by a meeting with the Grand Duke of Baden. In the summer of 1896 Herzl travelled to Constantinople to meet with the Sultan. On route he encountered Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews at the station in Sofia who hailed him as the ‘Heart of Israel’. Joyously they declared ‘Leshanah Haba Birushalayim’ (Next year in Jerusalem). Despite such enthusiasm, this mission accomplished little – Herzl failed to see the Sultan and instead met with the Grand Vizier.


Returning to Europe, he spoke to a gathering of poor immigrant Jews in Whitechapel, London. Sitting in their midst, he perceived that the masses saw him as their redeemer, a modern Messiah who would lead them back to the Promised Land. Nonetheless, the leaders of Eastern European Jewry became increasingly agitated about Herzl’s appeal. Fearing the consequences of mass hysteria, like that which accompanied Shabbetai Zevi in the seventeenth century, they were wary of his political activities. In addition, members of Hovevei Zion became suspicious of what they perceived as Herzl’s messianic pretensions.
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