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M uch is the politization of sociology, in our grow
ingly Orwellian world, that the paradoxes born of it 
need not have been different if they were the deliberate 
products of tragicomic imaginativeness. What, for ex
ample, is said today about the nature of Zionism and 
Israel, may depend less on the underlying sociological 
facts than on opportunistic alignments of political 
forces. It is especially appropriate, therefore to recall 
the relevant historical ramifications within which poli
tical Zionism has entered the world arena to affect it 
quite considerably indeed. 

The latter part of the nineteenth century was hardly 
a period of innovations in nationhood. The · basic 
scheme of things seemed permanent, and even wars, 
.such as have occurred, were fought for specific practical 
objectives rather than constituting processes of nation 
formation. _Which nation .. would own, or rule over, a 
particular real estate may have been in dispute, but 



not who was a nation and who was not. The bounda
ries of states · rather than their identities were being 
contested. Statehood was a privilege rather than a 
basic right. In fact, there were scores of ethnic groups 
whose political subordination to others was taken for 
granted. The Austro-Hungarian Empire was based on 
this outlook, as was Czarist Russia's rule over much of 
Europe and Asia. Even more basic was the acceptance 
of the immutability of the Rulers and the Ruled in 
Orient. Asia and Africa \..·ere in lethargy, and there was 
no question of whether they should be ruled, but 
merely by whom of the European pretenders. Who 
would in those days have advocated independent state
hood for what was to become Kenya or Ghana, or in-
deed Syria, Lebanon, Jordan? 

THE UNLIKELY NATION 

An even less likely candidate for self-determination 
was the Jewish people. Whatever were its problems 
and whatever the perils to .•its existence, in an era not 
given to solutions of new nation formation , least of 1.1! 
would the national solution suggest itself for a people 
dispersed in all the continents. In their case, the na
tional solution seemed precluded not only by political 
exigencies and prevailing attitudes, but also by physical, 
geographic; grounds. 

But the apparent lack of a solution hardly made 
Jewish life more bearable, nor recurring pogroms less 
depressing and 9eadly. A people less experienced and 
determined in survival would have long since disappear
ed from the historical arena. The Jews r'eached into 
the depths o,f their imagination and there they bent old 
sentiments and nostalgias i.nto tools of national re
construction. 
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Not that there was anything radically new in political 
Zionism. The Jews had remained Zionists ever since 
Rome conquered their land in 70 A.D. and up until 
the present time. Throughout the ages they never stop
ped dreaming of returning to ~heir land, in which in 
fact there has always remained a Jewish community, 
constantly reinforced by new arrivals from the Diaspo
ra. What was new was not Zionism, but its application 
to the immediate problems of the Jews. An old cultural 
factor was now being introduced onto the international 
arena as a political factor. Political Zionism, the aspira
tion of territorial concentration of the Jews and of 
subsequent Jewish statehood, was born as an alternative 
to nearly two millenia of persecution as ethnic mino
rities. 

But so much time had elapsed since the conquest of 
the last Jewish state, and so global was the dispersion 
of the Jews, that the idea at first seemed utterly un
realistic and its propagators, under the leadership of 
the popular Viennese writer and journalist Tbeodor 
Herzl, as starry-eyed romanticists. 

Were the Jews still a national ethnic entity, in the 
first place? How could they so be looked upon even 
though they lacked the main properties oi a national 
ethnic group - territorial concentration, linguistic
cultural homogeneity, social infrastructure? Yet, the 
Jews seemed joined by ties other than mere religion, 
even if here and there a tiny minority thought it poli
tically prudent to disclaim this. Obviously, they had 
cultural. ties which went beyond religious faith. A book 
written in Odessa was read, understood and acclaimed 
as environmentally one's own in New York. But more 
~mportantly, the formative influence, nay, ·the fate 
Itself, of individual Jewish communities could not be 
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understood in isolation where Jews would prosper was 
related directly to where they were persecuted; where 
they carne to and settled was determined by wherefrom 
they had to flee. So Jewish solidarity was not only an 
historical-cultural heritage, but also a practical reflex 
born of an underlying mutuality of experience and 
prospect. 

To be sure, there were throughout the centuries 
Jewish assimilationists, as is an inescapable phenom· 
enon with all ethnic minorities. Many have undoubtedly 
escaped the Jewish fold , precisely as many Poles and 
Czechs, for example, have become Germanized in the 
domain of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. But the fact 
that many millions oi _le\',·s have voluntarily survived 
as a:: et!-:r.i c ?-J"Oup ;·nd t ha: others have been forced 
back into the Jewish fold by racist anti-Semitism 
served as history's conclusive \ 'erdict that the Jewish 
problem is insoluble through assimilation. 

TirE VOLUNTARY "NATIVES" 

It was amazing clairvoyance that enabled Herzl 
and his colleagues to disrern in the tradition of the 
Jews a potential basis for altering their historical 
direction . However unique thP fabric ~hat bas kept 
the dispersed Jewry together at least in some respects, 
and· whether Zionism was a retum to the old or a 
somewhat synthetic process of nation building, the 
practical meaning was to create a refuge from oppres
eion and perse~ution. As an assimilated Jew himself, 
Herzl was leas~ of all driven by national mystique ; he 
witnessed the Jewish plight, for him epitomized in the 
ordeal of Colonel Dreyfus, whose trial he attended, and 
he was determined to find a way for ending that 
plight. His first "solution" envisaged him at the head 
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of a huge Jewish procession on its way to the Vatican 
for mass conversion. 

Half a century after the first Zionist Congress met 
in Basel, Israel was proclaimed an independent state. 
In between the two events incalculable imagination and 
energy have been invested in creating a national social 
context. Men streamed from all the comers of the 
world, many giving up personal security and social 
standing, to merge into a new-old peoplehood. The only 
national ingredient available to them was their idealistic 
conviction and determination; everything else needed 
to be created. And they did create a n~tional entity. 
They, the people, came and they buil t. towns and 
villages amidst wastes and deserts, the:. :evived the 
ancient language of the Hebrews and ercame in
numerable physical and political difficulties . 

Yet theirs was not the story of the colon coming 
from the imperial metropolis and settling amidst na
tives to be exploited. They did not establish themselves 
as politically-favoured latifundistas; they came to be 
workers and peasants. They did not become absentee 
landowners, but offered their muscle on the labour 
market. They did not form an imported makeshift 
aristocracy, but a social grassroot. They did not re
legate "natives" to disdained functions and inferior 
status, but came to share with them all strata of work 
and society, to become "natives" themselves and, in
deed, eventually to lead the struggle against the occu
pying power. They could not differ more totally from 
the colon image which so correctly stands for imperialist 
subjugation. 

Like other national liberation movements, the one 
which fought for, and won, Israel had a full spectrum 
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of political movements from left to right. But, unlike 
many of them, among the Zionists there has always 
been a preponderance of progressive forces, ranging 
from particularly liberal liberals all the way to avowed 
Marxists-Leninists. In addition to this preponderance, 
the Zionist movement as a whole embraced social tasks 
which elsewehere were anatbemia to all but leftist social 
reformers or revolutionaries. The task of changing 
the Jewish social structure by basing it on a strong 
proletarian and peasant foundation that had to be 
created has been embraced by all the Zionists, includ
ing political conservatists and rightists. Hence the phf"· 
nomeon that at least some of Israel's famed communes, 
the Kibbutzim, have been established by men not 
professing any socialist convictions. The unprecedented 
strength of the voluntary collectivist and cooperative 
sectors of Israel's -national economy is the product of 
an ideological tendency a.<; well as of an all-Zionist 
national premise. Symbolic of this premise is the 
national flag Theodor Herzl proposed for the Jewish 
State: already before the tum to our supposedly pro
gressive century, be wanted it to include seven stars 
to symbolize a seven-hour working day. ~o less char
acteristic was his vision of cordial Arab-Jev.isb rela
tions and of the Jewish state 's role in developing th~ 
whole Middle East region. 

BETWEEN ZIONISM AND IMPERIALISM 

The rqlations between the emerging Zionist societv 
in Palcs.tihe and the .occupyingg imperialist powers bad 
all the classical earmarks known in the histories of 
other national liberation movements. Israeli independ
ence had not been won before the Zionists' challenge 
of Ottoman imperialism during World War I and of 



British imperialism preceding, during and in the after
math of the World War II. No one can, question the 
statement that British imperialism has been defeated 
in Palestine by none cthet than its Zionist political 
and guerrilla challenger. 

As against this historical background, Israel's ene
mies believe themselves to be shooting forth a deadly 
arguement when they point out Zionist military cooper
ation with the British in World War I, as well as the 
British origin of the Balfour Declaration, a 1917 docu
ment confirming Jewish political rights to Palestine. 
These are often used as the ultimate argumgents in 
attributing to Zionism British imperialist origin. 

But this argument is in fact a distortion, and in 
logic a non sequitur. Both political Zionism and 
Zionist settlement in Palestine preceded the Balfour 
Declaration and Britain's World War I conquest of 
the country. Thus Zionism could not be of British 
imperialist origin. And as for the initial Zionist-British 
cooperation, it particularly was in keeping with th.; 
history of other national liberation movements. The 
Jewish national liberation movement has played off 
one imperialism, British,. against another imperialism, 
Ottoman, precisely as l\1ao Tse-Tung, Ho Chi :Minh 
and other national leaders of Asia and Africa have let 
themselves be aided by American interests in their 
challenge of imperial Japan. As Mao Tse-tung's and 
Ho Chi-Minh's cooperation with American military and 
intelligence services compromised neither their pa
triotism nor their anti-imperialism but was ultimately 
followed by an open cla<>h, so was Zionist cooperation 
with the British againt the Turk occupiers of Palestine 
followed by an open irreconcilable conflict. 

Because Israel was born oi a challege to Briti:ili im-
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perialism, its independence had the enthusiastic sup
port of all the socialist governments. It may be of par
ticular interest to quote today from one "Zionist'' 
oration delivered in the U.N. General Assembly on 
May 14, 1947: 

The J C'd.!ish people suffered extreme misery and 
deprivation during the war. It ca11 be said with
out exaggeration that the sufferings and miscrie> 
of the Jewish people are beyond description. It 
would be difficult to express by mere dry figures 
the losses and sacrifices of the Je-,oish people 
at the hcnds of the fascist occupiers. In the terri
tories where the Hitlerites ·were in control, th -e 
Jews suffered almost complete extinction. Tfzt 
total number of the Jews u ·ho jell at the hands 
of fascist hmigmen is something in the neighbour
hood of six million ... It may be asked whether 
the United Nations, considering the <•cry seriou> 
situation of hundreds of thousands of Jews 1vft0 
have sur·z!ived the war, should not show an i1l
terest in the sitaation of these -people who have 
been uprooted from their countries and from 
their homes .... The fact that not a single Western 
European state has been in a position to guaran
tee the defense of the dementary rights of tire 
Jewish people or compe;zsate them for the vio
lence they have suffered at the hands of the 
fascist hangmen explains the aspirations of the 
Jews for !he creation of a state of their own. 
It would be unjust not to take this into account 
and to deny the right of the Jc-d.Jish people to 
the realization of such an aspiration. 

The speaker was none other than the Soviet Union·~ 
.-\ndrei Gromyko ... 

10 



Israel is the product of the first of the national li
beration movements, one dating back to before the 
turn of the century; its successors cannot be justified 
without it being justified. If the veterans of all the 
persecuted peoples, the Jews, had no right to eman
cipate themselves, then no other , relatiYely less per
secuted group, has that right. Then all revolutions are 
inadmissible, all an ti-imperialist struggles sp!Jrious, and 
the national libera tion movement s unjustified . But in 
fact , the triumph of ideal ism represented by the emer
gence of Israel in 1948 has served as an inspiration to 
many peoples of Asia and Africa that pa\.·e wrested 
their independence later . 

THE RIGHT TO NATIONHOOD 

There exists a curiously split atti tude toward nation
alism in our times. Here we bear it praised and en
dorsed within the context of national liberation move · 
ments; here the term is used as one of opprobrium. 
Perhaps one may Yenture the definit ion that a nation
alism whose mystique is made to serve human rights 
is a constructive force, but a nationalism whose mys
tique requires the sacrifice of human rights is a destruc
tive force, and therefore reactionary. Zionism has not 
been a scvereign historic force : it was not an idea 
whose upholding was deemed justified irrespective of 
effect on human beings. On the contrary, it was a man
minded, man-centred strategy for alleviating a social 
anomaly. The national structure it sought to establish 
was to be an expedient for preventing human tragedies, 
for averting massacres and persecutions and for offer
ing shelter for the hunted, should massacres and per
secutions re-occur. 

The right to being an integral part o.f a nationhoo(l 
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is a basic human right and in its name peoples and 
races, once deemed inferior and inherently disqualified 
from self-rule, have in our era, gained self-determina
tion. In this struggle for both human and national 
equality, the Zionists have been the foremost pioneers. 

Man is born not merely \vith the right to physical 
locus and air, but also with the right to be a part of a 
nation. From that organization he is to derive cultural 
and psychological gratifications, and also the sense, 
and reality, of security. A denial of Zionism is th1t :< 
a denial to the Jew of that which no one would today 
deny a non-Jew. For it is not the merit of a particular 
nationhood that is on trial, but individual man's right 
to be part of a nationhood . 

If a Jew, like anyone else, has a right to be a 'f>art 
of his ovm nation and share in its territory, then the 
question of which territory is going to be his become-; 
one of relative rather than absolute merit. If the as
sumption is that, like any other peoplehood, the Jews, 
if they so desire, have a right of territorial concentra
tion, then some spot on earth is necessarily theirs. Then 
there is no question \vhether they have a right to somf: 
territory, but merely which territory it is. One cannot 
then look at the globe and say, "Sorry there just seems 
to be no real estate designated for the Jewish nation
hood." For the'1 the assumption must be that such real 
estate does in fact exist and its state of abeyance 
results from injustice and usurpation. If we grant the 
Jews the right to organize themselves along the lines 
of other peoples; and if the individual Jew has the 
same societal optiMs as the individual Frenchman, 
Burmese, or Ghanaian, then a political map of the 
world not reflecting these rights is false and must be 
changed. It is. simply, that no people can be denied a 

I? 



share in Earth. We cannot drop some of the ethnic 
groups outside our planet's gravitational pull; and, to 
deny political self-detemrina~ion to any is to perpetuate 
a potential international relationship of rulers-and-ruled 
for all. 

It was this inescapable political logic that has causer! 
the Soviet Union itself to embrace the principle of terri
torial concentration as a solution of the Jewish problem. 
:\"aturally enough, however, the Soviet Union would 
not recommend a territory under Western imperialist 
domination , such as Palestine, as the site for solving 
its Jewry 's problems and therefore the USSR came up 
with such successive substitutes as the Ukraine, Krimea 
and , finally, Biro Bidjan. That such synthetic Soviet 
"Zionism" led nowhere merely upholds the Jewish l~k 
to Palestine. As Palestine could not be a Russia to {he 
Russians, so could Russia not be a Palestine to the 
Jews. 

THE PRACTICAL SIDE OF A MYSTIQUE 

By 1870-1880 , when the Jews began systematically 
returning to Palestine, they found there an Arab popu
lation of 200,000-250,000. But their right of return 
could not be invalidated by that presence. So long ?.~ 
no one can point to other real estate as the one to which 
the Jewish nationhood has title, the p,resence of Arabs 
could not disqualify the Zionist aspiration, but created 
a situation in which the rights of two peoples had to 
be reconciled. The returning Jews ' position was fully 
cognizant of this; the Arab nationalists' position was 
not. The Jews were ready for coexistence; the Arabs 
national postulates were exclusive - predicated on 
eliminating the Jews. 

If the historic rights of Jew.,; to Palestine were merelv 
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a matter of national mystique, there would be little 
substance to them. But the exile of the Jews from their 
ancient homeland bas not stopped actively affecting 
their succeeding generations. What ever the reasons. 
and whether it was a matter of voluntary choice or 
external imposition, the Jews have not been fully ab
sorbed by their host nations. That their fate as an 
ethnic exile group has continued for a very long time 
does not render this phenomenon more norm(!l. The 
length of an illness is not its cure. Only if the conse
quenceS' of the Jewish exile from the Land of Israel 
had stopped perpetuating themselves, only if there was 
no enduring detrimental effect on human beings, woulo 
there be room for arguing that the Jewish link to 
Palestine deserves to be forgotten by the international 
community. But how can mankind shake off responsi
bility for one ·particular imperialist conquest even 
though the repercussion of that conquest is the longest 
enduring discriminatory cruelty? 

None of these considerations is merely theoretical. 
It is well nigh possible that Zionism would not ha \ ·e 
been allowed to attain its full national goal had it not 
been for the tragic historic circumstances under which 
it proved its justification. The post-World War II 
world proved tminclined or incapable of solving the 
problem o fthe Jewish refugees who, having survived 
the Nazi holocaust one out of a tribe, two out of 
a city, lauguished in "Displaced Persons" camps in 
Germany. Had it not been for the emel'gence of Israt>l 
as an independent state, these people might never 
have been offered rehabilitation. 

But even more tragic are the implications in the 
international behavior in the face of the Nazi per-
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secution and, later, extennination of the Jews. No 
one doubts any longer that had it not been for the 
indifference of nations, many, possibly millions, of 
Jews could have been saved from the claws of the 
Nazis. Instead, British warships were roaming the 
Mediterranean preventing escapees from reaching the 
shores of Palestine and on occasion returning them 
to the realm of their blood thirsty hunters. Had 
already in those dark days existed a free Israel , many 
people who found their death in the gas chambers of 
Auschwitz and Dachau would be alive ' today. 

With a significance so literally tied tQ human lives, 
no nationalism could be more constructive. Such is 
not always the case, for peoples occasionally succumb 
to mysterious notions for which they are willing to 
pay the price of their sons' lives. But the Zionist 
struggle and success were deprived of demagogy; 
they constituted a gigantic rescue action. 

THE RIGHTS OF {ALL) REFUGEES 

True, on Israel's borders we see today hundreds of 
thousands of Arab refugees and the accusation is 
made that the success of the Jewish national liberation 
movement was predicated upon their ruin. Such a view 
of the development however, is utterly oblivious of 
the nature of the struggle between the Arab and 
Jewish nationalism. As already noted, while Zionism 
envisaged Arab-Jewish coexistence, :\rab nationalism 
in Palestine was unequivocally exclusive. For decades 
the Zionist movement sought an accomodation with 
its Arab counterpart, offering a wide variety of 
compromise solutions based on the recognition of 
both Arab and Je~vish rights to Palestine. Among 
the proposed solutions were various partition plans, 
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schemes for a bi-national, Arab-Jewish, state, or a 
federation consisting of Arab and Jewish components. 
The Arab nationalists kept rejecting any and all 
such solutions, always insisting on their exclusive 
rights to Palestine and on the removal of its Jewish 
society. It is this Arab extremism, and not any in
herent incompatibility with the Arabs on the part 
of the Zionist movement. that is responsible for the 
perpetual Palestine conflict and the resulting wars 
and Arab defeats. It is this extremism that is re
sponsible for the plight of the masses of Arab refugees. 
And it is this extremism that kept enlarging Israel's 
vital defense perimeter, albeit, the ready compromise~ 
of a peaceful society become a death verdict in 
conditions of challenge and war. 

Tragically ironic is the fact that the Arab liberation 
movements have least of all profited from their irre
concilable belligerence vis-a-vis Israel. On the contrary, 
their spiritual and material resources are committed 
against tiny Israel instead of being directed to true 
liberation from want, ignorance and extra-regional 
political and economic manipulation. 

For the Jews, Zionism has created a rehabilitating 
Republic of Refugees. That it is not merely an im- -
provised conglomerate of refugee camps but a grow
ingly socio-cultural entity is the unmatchable achieve
ment of the Jewish National Liberation Movement. 
Little wonder that many delegations from other young 
nations come to Israel, some to study its collectivist 
movement, others the revival of the Hebrew language 
and culture, still others the unique achievements of 
its trade unions in building and controlling branches 
of the national economy. But even more than any 
of these specific attainments, the success of the Jew
ish Liberation Movement has inspired many of its 
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counterparts in Asia and Africa. ;No less than the 
armed Zionist struggle against British dominance has 
shown to many peoples that it was not necessarily 
hopeless to challenge the British lion, did Zionist 
nation buili:ling show that lacking ingredients for na
tionhood can be created by the decision of man. 

Whatever the passing expediencies of international· 
coalition politics, and however cynical the distortions 
begotten by them, in the history of the National Li
beration Movements · Zionism will occupy a place 
of honour. It was the first among them and it remains 
an inspiring international example ev~n · for some 
newer nations that finct it expedient to manifest their 
solidarity with Israel's , enemies. 

'·. 
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