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Dear Sh lomo: 
Wri t ing to you n o w . I 

can ' t help feeling a certain eery sense 
of a lmos t unrea l c h a n g e s ince o u r 
meet ing here in Berkeley a year and 
a half a g o . I reca l l s i t t ing in the 
Norths ide Cafe with you and talking 
about what everyone concerned with 
Israel was talking about then: the fu
ture of the terri tories and what hang
ing on to t h e m indef in i t e ly m i g h t 
mean for Israel. You were say ing , if 
I r e m e m b e r correc t ly , that wha tever 
the political unwisdom of the stand-
pat pol icy on the terr i tor ies , cri t ics 
on the Israeli left tended to exagger 
ate the dele ter ious social and polit ical 
effects on Israel of keeping the ter
r i t o r i e s . T h a t p l a c i d c o n v e r s a t i o n 
now seems as historical ly r emoved 
from present events as though it had 
taken p lace s o m e t i m e ea r ly in the 
Mandate per iod, and especial ly be
cause I have not been back to Israel 
mysel f since before the beginning of 
the Oc tober war . there are a couple 
of central issues in the present trou

bling situation which I would like to 
explore with you . 

Perhaps the best place 
to begin would be the deep depres 
sion of nat ional mora le in Israel (or 
d o e s the p i c tu re look e x a g g e r a t e d 
from this d is tance?) and what one is 
to m a k e of it. Late last fall, all my 
Israeli friends were writ ing me in the 
blackest despair ; by n o w , the only 
detectable improvement is that some 
of them say you get used to living 
w i t h t h e b l a c k e s t d e s p a i r a f t e r a 
whi le . The editorial co lumns of the 
Israeli press are full of exhor ta t ions to 
c a l m and qu ie t d e t e r m i n a t i o n . ( A 
Ha'aretz p i ece , for e x a m p l e , a cou
ple of weeks after the M a ' a l o t massa
c r e , e n t r e a t e d I s r a e l i c i t i z e n s t o 
" c o m e d o w n off the r o o f t o p s . " ) Re 
spons ib l e c o l u m n i s t s try to r e m i n d 
their readers that Israel — and the 
yishuv be fo re it — h a s u n d e r g o n e 
crises jus t as gr im wi thout pan ick ing . 
N o w , one migh t at least infer from all 
this that there is widespread incipient 
hyster ia in Israel , someth ing like a na
t ional " f a i l u r e of n e r v e " since the 
t raumat ic surprise of the concer ted at
tack last O c t o b e r . S u c h a s tate of 
mind , of course , would be repeatedly 
reinforced by the general disarray of 
Israeli poli t ical l eade r sh ip , the d ip
lomatic enc i rc lement , the new wave 
of ter ror ism, runaway inflation, and 
so forth. 
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Israel is , I no t ice , like 
to obse rve of t h e m s e l v e s that they 
are a people of ex t r emes , unreasona
bly euphor ic after 1967, unreasona
bly downcas t after 1973. but I myself 
am suspic ious of " n a t i o n a l cha rac 
t e r " as a way of expla in ing public 
response to this sort of critical histor
ical m o m e n t . I would like to know 
what , in fact, is the Israeli m o o d as 
far as y o u c a n g a u g e it f rom u p 
close . If indeed there is widespread 
and abiding depress ion about Is rae l ' s 
prospects for the future, is it of a sort 
that might have a d a m a g i n g effect on 
Israe l i p o l i t i c a l j u d g m e n t — in a 
p e r i o d w h e n s o m e h a r d d e c i s i o n s 
will have to be made — or (to risk a 
melodramat ic note) on Israel ' s reso
lution to face con t inu ing threats to 
its survival? One side of this p ic ture , 
of course , is the much-d iscussed pub
lic opinion surveys a few months ago 
that showed surpr is ingly substant ia l 
p e r c e n t a g e s o f I s r a e l i s , e s p e c i a l l y 
among the young , w h o would seri
o u s l y c o n t e m p l a t e e m i g r a t i o n . 
Another side is an apocalypt ic sense 
o f " . L e t m y soul p e r i s h w i th the 
P h i l i s t i n e s " which one hears some 
Israelis express — if the Arabs , with 
t h e d i r e c t b a c k i n g o f R u s s i a a n d 
perhaps now the indirect compl ic i ty 
of the U. S . . are irrevocably deter
mined to destroy Israel , then let Is
rael be p r e p a r e d to u s e w h a t e v e r 
c a t a c l y s m i c m e a n s it can to b r ing 
d o w n its e n e m i e s w i t h i t . a n d 
perhaps th rough that to begin a world 
conflagrat ion. 

These are, admit ted ly , 
very dire thoughts , and while I d o n ' t 
know whether they really reflect any 
fo reseeab le pol i t ica l r ea l i t i e s , they 
are t roubl ing e n o u g h s imply in re
flecting a percept ible frame of mind 
in some Israelis, and so I am particu
larly anxious to know how you as
sess this frame of mind. Perhaps I 
should say frames of mind , since re
sponses to the new situation seem to 
vary from apoca lypt ic f ierceness to 
mora l i s t i c o rg ie s of se l f - recr imina
t ion, with the only c o m m o n denom
inator being what looks from here like 
an edge of panic . 



I suppose it is not pos
s i b l e to s e p a r a t e t h e q u e s t i o n o f 
mood ent i rely from the actual issue 
of the political prognos is in the Mid
d le E a s t . A g a i n f rom w h a t I c an 
gather from the Hebrew press , more 
and more people in Israel are talking 
about another all-out war within the 
next six to e ighteen months . Sadat , 
of course , the supposed " m o d e r a t e " 
of the Arab leaders , has been making 
more and more bel l icose noises , to 
the point o f issuing u l t ima tum- l ike 
t imetables for total Israeli wi thdrawal 
f r o m t h e S i n a i , a n d s o m e s o b e r 
analyses I have read argue that there 
is every reason to take Sadat at his 
word . Could it be that those inclined 
to hysteria are s imply justif ied by the 
objective s i tuat ion? Do you see any 
deve lopments e i ther within Israel or 
(where one is much more helpless to 
d o a n y t h i n g ) on t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
scene that might lead to an alterna
tive o ther than renewed warfare? 

Forgive me if I seem to 
be reach ing h a l f w a y around the world 
to spill my darkest doubts on your 
desk but it w o u l d a p p e a r that the 
only way to begin to unders tand what 
is going on right now is to do some 
resolute poking into unpleasant cor
ners . 

All best . 

July 2 6 , 1974 
Professor Rober t Al ter 
Depar tment of Compara t ive Li terature 
Universi ty of California 
Berke ley , Cal i fornia 9 4 7 2 0 , U . S . A . 

Dear Bob: 

S h a l l w e t a l k a b o u t 
moods? Or about poli t ics? And h o w 
d o e s one g a u g e m o o d s ? W h a t e v e r 
exper t i se I may h a v e , it is cer ta inly 
not a b o u t m o o d s . S o w h a t I a m 
going to say is as impress ionis t ic and 
imprec i se (and p robab ly con ta in ing 
my own " m o o d " ) as that of anyone 
else a round here . So d o n ' t take it too 
ser iously . 

C lea r ly , the Y o m K i p p u r 
w a r was a shock . It created and con
t inues to create ser ious p rob lems of 
m o r a l e , and peop le are " m o o d y . " 
But there s eems to be a paradox here : 

people w h o before Y o m 
Kippur did not share in 
the g e n e r a l p o s t - 1 9 6 7 
euphor ia , or were a little 
bi t s k e p t i c a l a b o u t it 
(myself , for e x a m p l e ) , 

were probably less affected by Y o m 
K i p p u r than those w h o after 1967 

were sure that " t h e Arabs unders tand 
only f o r c e , " that " t h e Suez Canal is 
the best anti- tank ditch in the w o r l d " 
( E z e r W e i z m a n ) or , that if there is 
go ing to be another war , " w e ' l l be in 
Cai ro within 4 8 hours on the way to 
A l g i e r s " ( A r i k S h a r o n , w h o is a 
f i r s t - ra te g e n e r a l , but an i m b e c i l e 
when it conies to poli t ics and polit i
cal unders tand ing) . 

F o r t o o m a n y y e a r s w e 
h a v e b e e n t a l k i n g a b o u t p r i d e — 
Arab p r ide , h o w it is impor tan t to 
them, h o w it affects their j u d g m e n t , 
h o w hung up they are about it. Wha t 
about Israeli p r ide , and Jewish pr ide 
in genera l? W a s n ' t Y o m Kippur such 
a shock because it affected our pr ide 
— or our hubr i s , to be a little m o r e 
exac t? For in pure ly mil i tary t e rms , 
desp i te the ca tas t roph ic o p e n i n g of 
the war , the Israeli ability to reverse 
initial A r a b gains m a d e this into the 
greatest Israeli v ic tory . W e all mourn 
our casua l t ies , and 2 , 8 0 0 is a terrible 
n u m b e r for a nat ion of 3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 . 
But in the W a r of Independence we 
lost more than 6 , 0 0 0 lives out of a 
popula t ion of 6 5 0 , 0 0 0 — and there 
w a s no " h y s t e r i a ; " the " m o o d , " if 
a n y t h i n g , w a s m e s s i a n i c . In 1 9 7 3 , 
the expec ta t ions were unreal is t ic , and 
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Eastern poli t ics did not change even 
t h o u g h w e infl icted a p h e n o m e n a l 
b l o w to t h e A r a b a r m i e s . We a re 
David , and they are Gol ia th . Many 
thought that we had b e c o m e , over six 
nights in 1967, Gol ia th , and no mis
take could be m o r e ca tas t rophic to 
n a t i o n a l m o r a l e . T h o s e w h o c o n 
t inued to th ink that w e had be t t e r 
look out because we are the weaker 
par ty , those w h o were not so much 
carr ied away by our mil i tary perfor
m a n c e — to t h e m , Y o m Kippur w a s , 
pe rhaps , a little less of a shock , and 
they c o u l d k e e p the i r coo l a l i t t le 
more than D a y a n , w h o is reported to 
have said on the third day of the war 
that " t h e Thi rd C o m m o n w e a l t h is in 
dange r of be ing d e s t r o y e d . " 

A word about wor ld Jewry 
and the A m e r i c a n J ewi sh C o m m u 
nity. I have been in and out of Israel 
several t imes this past year , and have 
seen the t r emendous effort made by 
Amer ican Jewry to he lp Israel dur ing 
and after the war . I was involved in 
some of the m o v e s and know h o w 
much t ime , effort and money went 
into this spectacular feat of Ahavat 
Yisrael. It is not out of ignorance or 
disdain that I am going to say the fol
lowing: some of the dreary mood is 
some t imes at tr ibutable more to over
seas Jewry than to Israel . L e t ' s be 
frank and blunt: wor ld Jewry had a 
fantastic ego trip at the expense of Is
r a e l , e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e 1 9 6 7 ( t h e 
phrase isn ' t m i n e , but that of a very 
p r o m i n e n t A m e r i c a n J e w i s h wr i t e r 
and edi tor) . N o w the ch ickens have 
c o m e h o m e to roost . So much of the 
image of the Israeli S u p e r m a n was 
not m a d e in Israel but in Brooklyn: 
not that Israelis — and sabras in par
t i c u l a r — l ack chutzpah. B u t to 
t hem, it c o m e s natural ly; nor do they 
in te l lec tual ize , o r verba l ize or con
ceptual ize it (maybe because so many 

of them aren ' t so good at 
i n t e l l e c t u a l i z i n g , ve r 
b a l i z i n g o r c o n c e p t u 
alizing: the price of nor
malcy , if you wish; the 

dange r s of malchut bassar vadam, 
the terrestrial k i n g d o m , if you pre
fer — this w a s , after al l , a little bit of 

what Zionism was about , at least to 
s o m e ) . 

It w a s A m e r i c a n J e w r y , 
c o l l e c t i v e l y and i n d i v i d u a l l y , tha t 
d rew the e n o r m o u s psychologica l div
idends from the Six Day War . J e w s 
can fight. J ews are the fighters of the 
wor ld . W e are the upper dogs . W e 
can hit back as well as the Italians 
and Irish and Blacks — we can hit 
back even better. M a y b e I am exag
gera t ing , but I a lways felt that the 
glorification of I s r a e l ' s m igh t w a s 
a l w a y s s t r o n g e r a m o n g D i a s p o r a 
J ews than in Israel proper . In Israel ; 
it s eems to m e , it was in most cases 
functional: w e need that s trength in 
order to survive . In the Diaspora , it 
was in many cases psychologica l ly 
c o m p e n s a t o r y : w e sha l l s h o w the 
goyim. And at a t ime w h e n Amer i ca 
w a s n ' t do ing that wel l in V i e t n a m 
whi le we were doing qui te well in 
the M i d d l e Eas t , the e g o - b o o s t i n g 
d iv idends were even more satisfying. 

As you say, one shou ldn ' t 
genera l ize , but in this s tock- taking of 
national mora le , I feel that because 
we are tied to each o ther in an umbil 
ical cord of kol Yisrael arevim zeh 
bazeh, we shou ldn ' t push this vicar
ious glorification in the splendor of 
Israel u n d e r the ca rpe t . It p l ays a 
t r emendous role in Jewish identifica
tion with Israel; it also has its pit
falls. 

But to c o m e back to Israel. 
You raised the prob lem of emigra 
t ion , e spec i a l l y a m o n g the y o u n g . 
Since no s imilar public opinion poll 
had been taken before Yom Kippur , 
we have no compara t ive data and do 
not know whe the r this potential ten
dency to emigra te went up or d o w n 
after Y o m Kippur . I am not be ing 
face t ious , because emigra t ion from 
Israel has always been a p r o b l e m , 
and not only in years of difficulty or 
e c o n o m i c r e c e s s i o n . T h e y e a r s 
1 9 6 7 - 1 9 7 3 w e r e ce r t a in ly the best 
y e a r s in t e r m s of I s rae l i n a t i o n a l 
m o r a l e : it w a s in these y e a r s that 
emigra t ion from Israel was not stop
p e d , a n d m a n y of t h e t e n s of 
thousands of Israelis w h o m one finds 
all a round N e w York , for e x a m p l e , 

h e n c e t h e d e s p o n d e n c y . W e w e r e 
th rown d o w n from a very steep hill 
into a d e e p pit — migiva rama el 
burn amikta. 

I r e m e m b e r t h a t i m 
m e d i a t e l y after the w a r , w h e n the 
first 5-point ag reement w a s reached 
with Egyp t , I appeared as a c o m m e n 
tator on Israeli T V and tried to assess 
as coo ly and realist ically as poss ible 
wha t the prospec ts are and what our 
cards s h o w for any future negot ia
t ions , vis-a-vis the Arab countr ies as 
well as the Uni ted S ta tes . And as 
you k n o w , I a m not a congeni ta l op
t imist . The next day I received do 
zens of phone calls from people w h o 
told me how encouraged they were , 
a n d h o w m u c h I c o n s o l e d t h e m . 
N'chamah g'dolah — a great conso
lation — one cal ler branded what I 
c o n s i d e r e d to be a r a the r ch i l l i ng , 
realist ic a s sessment of our difficul
t ies. And only then did it d a w n on me 
that all those w h o were sure that we 
w e r e a m i n i - e m p i r e m u s t n o w be 
th inking that we are go ing d o w n the 
d r a i n . I a g r e e wi th you abou t not 
genera l iz ing about nat ional charac ter , 
but the fact is that s ince 1967 so 
m a n y I s rae l i s w e r e so to ta l ly un 
realistic in their world percept ion that 
if a n y t h i n g , anything wen t w r o n g , 
they thought that their who le world 
w a s co l laps ing around t h e m , whi le 
what was really co l laps ing were only 
their wild d r e a m s . 

W h a t many Israelis — and 
Jews abroad (I ' l l c o m e to that in a 
m o m e n t ) — forgot after 1967 was 
that the bas ic e q u a t i o n in M i d d l e 



c a m e to l o o k for t h e i r b i t of t h e 
Amer ican D r e a m in "the go lden years 
after 1967, and a lot of things in Is
rael have contr ibuted to that: the ul
t imate c laus t rophobia of a small state 
(or shtetl, if you please) , our crazy 
taxat ion l aws that g ive you a pre 
m i u m if you stay outs ide the country 
for a suf f ic ien t p e r i o d of t i m e to 
bring back all those goodies like cars 
and wash ing mach ines tax-free, the 
ambi t ion of youngs te rs and their e l
ders to m a k e it, academica l ly and fi
nancia l ly , wha teve r the odds (famil
iar J ewish t ra i ts , a ren ' t they?) . 

I r e a l l y d o n ' t k n o w 
w h e t h e r t h e s e t e n d e n c i e s wi l l b e 
c o m e more p ronounced in the w a k e 
of Y o m Kippur ; they m a y . All I a m 
saying is that the p rob lem of emigra
tion from Israel is so complex that 
one survey — even if it m a d e page 
11 in the New York Times — should 
not be taken for a change in histori
cal pat terns jus t because the preced
ing pa t te rns h a v e not been equa l ly 
s ensa t i ona l l y r epo r t ed . W e h a v e a 
p r o b l e m , the perenn ia l p r o b l e m of 
Jewish rest lessness — after all , t ha t ' s 
the way the Diaspora was created in 
the first p lace , not because of Ti tus 
— and we should face it. But le t ' s at 
least see it in its correct perspec t ive . 

Final ly , you asked whe the r 
the mood in Israel will not make it 
difficult for the government to m a k e 
rea l is t ic c o n c e s s i o n s n e c e s s a r y for 
peace . All indicat ions are to the con
trary — that the new government is 
m u c h m o r e r e a l i s t i c , m u c h l e s s 
h u n g - u p on c h i m e r i c a l p r e 
concep t ions , than its predecessor . It 
speaks the language of concre te real
ity, not of ideological obfuscat ion — 
" T h e r e are no P a l e s t i n i a n s " (Go lda ) 
as o p p o s e d to " I d o not k n o w if 
there is a Palest inian ent i ty , but there 
cer ta in ly is a Pa les t in i an p r o b l e m , 
and we should help towards solving 
i t " ( R a b i n ) . It may be too early to 
assess the pe r fo rmance 
o f t h e R a b i n g o v e r n 
ment — while I am writ
ing, it is grappl ing with 
the i l l e g a l r i g h t - w i n g 
a t t e m p t to f o r c e i ts 

hands through es tabl ishing a Jewish 
se t t lement near Sebast ia on the W e s t 
Bank. But it seems to m e , if we can go 
back for a m o m e n t to the quest ion 
of " m o o d s , " that the very fact that a 
new government has been es tabl ished 
and that the peop le main ly connec ted 
in the pub l i c mind wi th the Y o m 
K i p p u r W a r h a v e b e e n o u s t e d 
(Go lda , D a y a n , indirectly also Sapir) 
— s u g g e s t s that t he " m o o d " h a s 
been a little bit s tabi l ized. L e t ' s see 
how it goes on . 

Yours s incerely , 

Augus t 5 , 1974 

S h l o m o Aviner i 

Robert Alter is a professor of 
Comparative Literature at the 
University of California at Berkeley. He 
has written widely, and his books 
include AFTIR THE TRADITION, a study of 
of modern Jewish literature. 

Dear S h l o m o : 

If your letter was in part 
a r e f l ec t ion of y o u r o w n m o o d , I 
must say that your mood is brac ing 
in being so sanely an t i -apocalypt ic . 
O n c e I w a s i n c a u t i o u s e n o u g h to 
state in print that apoca lypse was a 
far more central m o d e of historical 
(or perhaps post-his tor ical) imagina
t ion in Chris t iani ty than in Juda i sm. 
P e r h a p s the h i s to r i ca l e v i d e n c e is 
more var iegated and a m b i g u o u s than 
I s u g g e s t e d at the t i m e , bu t the re 
s u r e l y is a v i g o r o u s l y a n t i a p o c a -
lyptic tradit ion in Jewish expe r i ence , 
and your letter is a reasurr ing i l lus
trat ion of its pers i s tence . 

I t h i n k y o u a r e q u i t e 
r i g h t in w h a t y o u s a y a b o u t t h e 
psycholog ica l ly c o m p e n s a t o r y func
t ion tha t I s rae l t e n d s to s e r v e for 
Amer ican J e w s . Even in A m e r i c a , at 
least the edges of Jewish consc ious 
ness cont inue to be gnawed at by the 
anxie t ies of minori ty status and the 
m e m o r i e s of ea r l i e r v i c t i m i z a t i o n ; 
and for many the possibi l i ty of iden
tifying wi th a Jewish majori ty cul
ture , secured by a t r iumphant Jewish 
a r m y , is pos i t ive ly s educ t ive . T h i s 
s i tuat ion, as you note , was especial ly 
evident after the Six Day W a r , w h e n 
J e w i s h t r i u m p h a l i s m a t t a i n e d e u 
phor ic h e i g h t s in this c o u n t r y that 
it scarcely could have reached in Is
rael , where the h u m a n price of the 
victory w a s all too apparen t . Fo r the 
s a m e r ea son , I s u p p o s e , A m e r i c a n 
J ews have a l w a y s been par t icular ly 
and embar rass ing ly suscept ible to the 
cheapes t p i tches of that ineffectual 
exerc ise in image-mak ing which Is
raelis euphemis t ica l ly call hasbarah, 
and , even m o r e , to the commerc ia l 
e x p l o i t a t i o n o f t h e h e r o i c I s r a e l i 
image in every th ing from Exodus to 
t h e poshlust o f c o m m e m o r a t i v e 
co ins . (Al l this could hardly be what 
A h a d H a ' a m had in mind w h e n he 
thought of Israel as a spiritual center 
radiat ing out cul tural vitality to the 
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Diaspora like an area heater , but then 
A h a d H a ' a m was never very strong 
on the kinky unders ides of col lect ive 
consc iousness . ) Every th ing you say , 
then , about Amer i can J e w r y ' s sus
pect dependency on the Israeli image 
seems to me quite just i f ied, but one 
po in t y o u m a k e in p a s s i n g n e e d s 
some exp lana t ion . You seem to sug
gest that the g l o o m in Israel is in 
some degree , or at some m o m e n t s , 
d i r e c t l y c o n n e c t e d w i t h — c o m 
p o u n d e d b y ? — the g l o o m in the 
Diaspora . If this is in any sense t rue , 
it would be intr iguing to know what 
were the channe l s through which a 
p r e v a l e n t f r a m e of m i n d a m o n g 
A m e r i c a n J e w s imp inged u p o n Is
raeli awa renes s . W o u l d you say that 
Israelis are much more involved in 
what is being thought in the Diaspora 
(perhaps since 1967) than they used 
to be? If I can play the dev i l ' s advo
c a t e of the Galut for a m o m e n t , 
would you say that Israelis have in 
any way c o m e to use the Diaspora as 
a m i r r o r fo r t h e i r o w n i d e n t i t y , 
pe rhaps have deve loped a degree of 
dependency on Diaspora accep tance 
of the s u p e r m a n image wh ich they 
themse lves know is basically spuri
ous? Pe rhaps such fanciful ques t ions 
don ' t deserve to be taken ser iously; 
what I a m wonder ing about (and it is 
difficult to de te rmine from our end of 
the relat ionship) is whe the r over the 
past seven years some subtle but im
portant shift has taken place in the 
under ly ing psycho logy of the Israeli 
re la t ionship to the Diaspora . 

In a n y c a s e , t h e f r e 
q u e n t e x p r e s s i o n o f e x t r e m e p e s 
s imism on both s ides of the wor ld 
abou t I s r a e l ' s s i tua t ion sugges t s to 
me that though there m a y not be an 
issue of national charac ter invo lved , 
there might be one of nat ional m e m 
ory . Tha t is , I a m skept ical abou t 
whe the r J ews are really more prone 

to hyster ia o r euphor ia 
than other peoples , but 
as a nation we d id , after 
a l l , s u f f e r o u r m o s t 
ghas t ly his tor ical t rau

ma only a generat ion ago , and I begin 
to suspect n o w that the potency of 

the Holocaus t as a fact of imagina
tion (it cannot quite be called think
ing) for J e w s is a c t u a l l y g r o w i n g 
w i t h the p a s s a g e of t i m e . W h e n 
I s r a e l ' s s u r v i v a l a p p e a r s to b e 
threa tened, wha t I would guess most 
Amer i can J ews think of immedia te ly 
is : H o l o c a u s t , and tha t s o m e h o w 
seems to imply a threat to their own 
survival . I would suppose that the re
flex of disaster is s lower for most Is
rael is , certainly for sabras , but I re
call that after the Oc tober war more 
than one p rominen t Israeli in te l lec
tua l r e s p o n d e d t o i n t e r v i e w e r s by ' 
saying that dur ing the first dark days 
of the war they could feel a perva
sive premoni t ion of Holocaus t . The 
awareness of genoc ide as a past fact' 
a n d , a l a s , as a future poss ib i l i ty I 
would take to be a gr im necessi ty for 
all J e w s , like the awareness of per
sonal morta l i ty for every g r o w n - u p 
h u m a n be ing . But jus t as a person 
can b e c o m e d a m a g i n g l y o b s e s s e d 
wi th the idea of his o w n d e a t h , a 
fearful b rooding ove r the idea of the 
Holocaus t can impai r c lear thought 
about actual i t ies , leading to the over
b l o w n na t iona l i s t i c g r a n d i o s i t y of, 
say , an E l iezer L ivneh on the one 
hand , or to a perennial state of pan ic , 
on the other . I ' m not sure whe the r Is
rael and A m e r i c a n J e w r y inf luence 
one another in this respect , but they 
certainly seem to share the p rob lems 
o f an u n s e t t l i n g c o m m o n p a s t . 
P e r h a p s , as you sugges t , the mos t 
hopeful thing about the Rabin gov
e rnmen t , in contras t to Go lda M e i r ' s 
adminis t ra t ion , is that it m a y be ca
pable of a certain coo l -headed prag
m a t i s m w i t h o u t i n o r d i n a t e m e n t a l 
static from the Jewish past . 

W h a t e v e r the m o o d in 
Israel , the most decis ive e lement in 
the Midd le East situation obvious ly 
r e m a i n s A r a b i n t e n t i o n s ( a n d , of 
c o u r s e , b e y o n d tha t , Sov ie t in ten
t i o n s ) , a n d as w e a p p r o a c h w h a t 
could be a d ip lomat ica l ly crucial fall 
season , I w o n d e r whe the r you would 
be wil l ing to speculate on what the 
Arabs are likely to d o . Since I last 
wro te y o u , A r a b saber - ra t t l ing h a s 
increased, especial ly from Egyp t , the 



s u p p o s e d • ' m o d e r a t e " 
o f t h e t w o m a j o r - a g 
g r e s s o r s t a t e s in the 
Y o m Kippur War . Israel 
is ca l l ing up more re
s e r v e s , a n d the a r g u m e n t fo r the 
p l a u s i b i l i t y o f t h e A r a b t h r e a t s , 
which one repeatedly sees in the Is
raeli p res s , runs someth ing like this: 
T w o years ago w e refused to take 
Sadat seriously when he promised to 
attack within a year , and w h e n attack 
was much m o r e of a long-shot for 
h i m . N o w the E g y p t i a n s are pe r 
suaded that they achieved an impres 
sive success pr imar i ly through mil i 
ta ry p r o w e s s , t ha t t h e b a l a n c e of 
p o w e r has clearly shifted to their side 
(especial ly with the oil w e a p o n in the 
backg round) , and that if Israel does 
not s imply yield to all their d e m a n d s , 
they can only gain from a renewal of 
genera l war fa re . D o e s the seeming 
logic of this a rgument leave out any 
impor tant cons ide ra t ions that might 
affect A r a b po l icy? A n d , if you ' l l 
forgive me for m o v i n g o n c e m o r e 
from poli t ics to m o o d , or at least to 
publ ic op in ion , d o you find this an 
a n a l y s i s that mos t Is rae l i s tend to 
think of as accura te? If so , are people 
really steel ing themse lves to an indef
ini te pe r iod of w a r — one Israel i 
friend has spoken to me of a hundred 
yea r s ' w a r — with only t empora ry 
respites of a stretch of m o n t h s , or at 
best a few years? 

T h a t is a r a t h e r g r i m 
q u e s t i o n to c o n c l u d e a l e t t e r tha t 
began by praising the virtue of op
pos i t ion to the apoca lyp t i c w a y of 
th inking , but at this difficult t ime , I 
suppose all ques t ions have to remain 
open . 

Augus t 2 0 , 1974 

Dea r Bob : 

H o l o c a u s t is a t e r r i b l e 
word , but I am sure you are right; 
w h e n e v e r I s rae l ' s survival seems to be 
th rea tened , most Amer i can J ews think 
immedia te ly of the Holocaus t . Th is is 
also what mos t Israelis think of in that 
context ; until 1967 one can say fairly 
a ccu ra t e ly that m o s t I s rae l i s neve r 
thought of Israel and its exis tence in 
t e r m s r e l a t ed to the H o l o c a u s t . It 
C a n ' t H a p p e n H e r e , in Z ion . T h e 
three w e e k s preced ing the Six Day 
W a r were such a t raumat ic exper ience 
for most Israelis precisely because the 
reality of a holocaus t , the existential 
danger to o n e ' s own individual and 
col lect ive be ing , b e c a m e for the first 
t ime a reality to many young Israelis . 
And th is , of cour se , made them so 
m u c h m o r e a w a r e of t h e i r b e i n g 
J e w i s h , not mere ly Israel is . W h a t e v e r 
v iews one had about galut, all of a 
sudden it became clear that we are all 
in the same boat . Its flag may be blue 
rather than ye l low, but a very dis t inc
tive " J " was scribbled across its b o w . 
If an I s r a e l i - n e s s , d i s t i n c t f r o m 
Jewishness , was eve r a possibil i ty in 
New C a n a a n , the Six Day W a r , and of 
course later Y o m Kippur made it a 
non-star ter . 

Bu t the i r o n i e s h e r e are 
c o m p o u n d e d : the feeling of Holocaus t 
w a s s t r o n g e s t , b o t h in I s rae l a n d 
abroad , on the eve of the June W a r , 
when Is rae l ' s victory was felt by the 
a rmy people to be assured; and so it 
was . O n Y o m Kippur , on the other 
hand , when a real danger to the very 
exis tence of Israel exis ted in a way it 
never appeared in 1967, most people 
(should I say: mysel f inc luded?) felt 
that after a few hours we would re
pulse the invaders with relative ease 
and it would be 1967 all over again. 
T h e g n a w i n g feel ing of te r ror and 
agony began creeping over all of us 
only later, w h e n it became clear it 
w o u l d n ' t be a walk-over . W e were all 
a little bit unreal is t ic , both in 1967 
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where 1 am cxistential ly confronted 
with death and life ques t ions as a Jew 
is in Israel. 1 may be mugged in New 
York , certainly discr iminated against 
in M o s c o w — but only in Israel may 1 
be killed by someone who aims at kill
ing me because 1 am a Jew and be
cause he feels 1 am his e n e m y and is 
out to get me . In Europe in 1940 it 
certainly was o the rwise , but in 1974 
this is the way it is: the Jews in Israel 
are in danger , much more so than any
where e l se . 

This I think is a t ru i sm, and 
I feel this was the case from the very 
beginning of the Jewish Return to Is
rael . But it s eems that only n o w are 
many people beginning to realize it 
and to see that the naive belief that the 
es tab l i shment of a Jewish state would 
solve the Jewish prob lem was a little 
t o o s i m p l e - m i n d e d . N o r w a s t h e 
f o u n d i n g of I s rae l the e n d of the 
Zionis t endeavor ; in a way it was only 
the beg inn ing . 

You m a y then jus t i f iab ly 
ask: the beg inn ing of wha t? If Z ion ism 
did not give J ews securi ty , if it did not 
free them from the terror of their very 
ex is tence , did it fail? W a s n ' t it a fail
u re , a misconcep t ion , from the very 
beg inn ing? 

It really depends on what 
you unders tand by Z ion i sm. I, for one , 
never thought that Z ion i sm was a imed 
pr imar i ly , o r mere ly , at physical se
cur i ty . Nor d o I think this was the a im 
of the p ioneers of the First or Second 
Al iyah . After al l , those thirty o r forty 
thousand Jews w h o came to Palest ine 

be tween 1881 - 1 9 1 4 were but a tr ickle 
of the i m m e n s e J e w i s h w a n d e r i n g 
which swept about three mill ion J ews 
from Czar i s t R u s s i a to Nor th and 
South Amer ica , to South Africa, to 
Eng land , and to Austral ia . The great 
majority of J e w s were really looking 
for securi ty; and they found it in the 
United Sta tes , in C a n a d a , mainly in 
the l iberal E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g W e s t . 
The minori ty that went to Palest ine 
looked for someth ing else; not jus t for 
security ( compare security under the 
Turks in 1905 with the prospects of 
Ang lo -Saxon l aw-and-order ! ) . They -
were looking for a focus for their na
tional se l f -consc iousness , to be main
tained through the evolut ion of a na
tional cu l ture , a wide spect rum of so- ' 
cial and e c o n o m i c occupa t ions , a nu
cleus for a se l f -governing c o m m u n i t y , 
a Jewish body politic to take the p lace 
of the vanished m o d e s of Jewish ex i s 
t e n c e in t h e k'hillah. T h e y a l s o 
wanted to be the subject of historical 
ac t ion, ra ther than its mere object . 

It is this which Zion ism was 
about , and it is this which is be ing 
t h r e a t e n e d n o w . T h e physical 
exis tence of the J ews in Israel may , 
p e r h a p s , be gua ran t eed s o m e w h e r e 
e lse , but the exis tence of their self-
consc ious , spiritual ex i s t ence , canno t 
be expressed anywhere excep t in Is
rael . The Bund did not work , nor did 
Birobidjan — and not mere ly for phys 
ical r easons . 

W h a t 1 am really saying is 
that the exis tence of Israel is on a nor
mat ive , not mere ly factual or physical 
level . I d o n ' t mean to imply that this 
m a k e s Israelis bet ter J ews than Dias 
pora J e w s ; on the contrary — it puts 
harder burdens on us . It really means 
that the c r i te r ia for the success or 
failure of Israel are not mere ly on the 
level of physical securi ty , but on the 
level of the normat ive quali ty of life 
that is going to e m e r g e in the N e w 
Zion . And it is precisely here that the 
difficulties and se tbacks in the Y o m 
Kippur W a r have brought out in the 
Israeli consc iousness a strand of wor ry 
a n d p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h m o r a l , 
spiritual issues which was lacking be 
fore 1973. 

and 1 9 7 3 , but in different w a y s . In 
1967, when the danger was much less 
imminent in te rms of ex t inc t ion , we 
feared the wors t ; in 1973 , when there 
was much more to worry about , we 
were too sure of ourse lves , and the 
g loom set in much later, and in a way 
it still con t inues — our co r re spon
d e n c e i s , a f te r a l l , o n e o f its e x 
press ions . 

There is , howeve r , a much 
deeper irony here , wh ich , to those of 
us w h o are used to dialectical th ink ing , 
is pe rhaps immanen t in such a si tua
tion; it is nonetheless surpr is ing. The 
whole idea of Z ion i sm, of the Return 
to the Land of Israel , was imbued with 
the quest for securi ty , for roots , for 
be ing a people like all o the r peop le , 
sitting under o n e ' s vine and fig-tree. 
Wha t was Zionism if not an a t tempt to 
put an end to the t e n t a t i v e n e s s of 
Jewish life in Exi le ; to be back h o m e 
again ; to secure , in H e r z l ' s memorab l e 
w o r d s , a haven , recognized in interna
t ional l a w , for the J e w i s h p e o p l e ? 
Wha t was it, after the Nazi Holocaus t , 
that made the majority of the Jewish 
people accept the idea of the Jewish 
state if not the feeling that n o w , after 
the s laughter of six mi l l ion , at least 
one place on ear th should be safe for 
the remnants of the Nazi genoc ide? In 
a m o r e naive and vu lga r b rand of 
Z ion i sm, what w a s , say , Amer i can 
J e w r y ' s contr ibut ion to Israel if not 
taking out insurance against the d a y of 
wrath when It will happen There as 
wel l? W e all k n o w h o w many A m e r i 
can J ews must have been offended by 
such an instrumental v iew somet imes 
expressed by cocksu re Israelis totally 
ignorant of the c o m p l e x mechan i sms 
of a Diaspora J e w ' s spiritual tor tures . 

I have said it before and I 
have to reiterate it aga in , 
though 1 d o r ' t l ike what 
I am saying: it may be 
the o the r way a r o u n d . 
It m a y be that Israel t o d a y is the 
least secure place for a Jew on ear th . 
A s a matter of fact, the only p lace 



Let me put it bluntly: like a 
nouveau riche, after 1967 we enjoyed 
our new real estate and were preoc
cupied with it. M a n y of I s rae l ' s writ
ers ( M o s h e Shami r is a p r ime example 
of this corrupt ion) spent m u c h of their 
t ime defending what they cons idered 
the his tor ical , if not p rophe t ic , title for 
this real es ta te . Lis tening to some rab
bis and poe t s , one could some t imes 
think that all the Bible was about was 
— who o w n s this o r that p iece of land. 
The prophet ic miss ion was reduced by 
some to a divine invocat ion to main
tain a title to real es ta te . Neve r mind 
poli t icians and mili tary men — this 
was the true t reason of the intellectuals 
in o u r s o c i e t y w h o t h o u g h t t h a t 
nat ional ism (and I am a nationalist) 
can be reduced to the th ingness of 
etzim v'avanim. So much of our re
l igious heri tage was prost i tuted to this 
N e w P a g a n i s m — a n d here , Amer ican 
rel igious leaders did help us , let us not 
mince words about it. This happens 
even now; only recent ly , dur ing the 
a t t empt of the r igh t -wing g r o u p to 
force the hands of the government over 
s e t t l e m e n t in the W e s t B a n k ( the 
Sebast ia Affair), I was told by an e m i 
nent Amer i can rabbi that Amer i can 
J ews are more hawkish than Israelis 
a n d a r e s o m e t i m e s a g h a s t at t h e 
dov i shness of the Israeli gove rnmen t . 
Being pol i te , I did not tell t hem that I 
found this at best a sick j o k e . Not 
being rel igious myself, I did not feel I 
had the right to remind h im — or many 
Israeli re l ig ious peop le — that the 
prophet ic vision was not l imited to a 
physical a t t achment to physical ob
j ec t s , dear as they are (and H e b r o n , 
and Je r i cho , and every piece of Eretz 
Yisrael is dear to m e , but the l ives of 
Israelis are dearer ) — but that the 
prophet ic vision related to social rela
t ions , and rect i tude, and equi ty , and 
Thou Shalt Love Thy Neighbor . 

W e a re n o w m u c h m o r e 
aware of these internal quali t ies of life: 
if you scan the Israeli p ress , so self-
s a t i s f i e d b e f o r e Y o m K i p p u r ; i ts 
( somewha t hysterical) cr i t icism of Is
raeli life today does not limit itself to 
po l i t i cs and mi l i t a ry affairs a l o n e . 
There is a wide-spread feeling that 

with the e c o n o m i c pos t -1967 b o o m 
and the poli t ical g rowth after the Six 
Day W a r some pretty terrible things 
h a p p e n e d to Israeli socie ty . S a p i r ' s 
somet imes unwarranted unpopular i ty 
in Is rae l r e p r e s e n t s th i s r e v u l s i o n 
against the crass mater ia l i sm that en
gulfed so many areas of our life. W h a t 
one expec ts of the new poli t ical lead
ership in R a b i n ' s government is that 
they do someth ing about this to reverse 
the course that made the e lements of 
the Amer i can D r e a m into the ingre
d i e n t s o f t h e I s r a e l i N i g h t m a r e . 
Perhaps the subdued mood of post-
Y o m Kippur , pe rhaps some of the re
th inking , will enab le Israel to regain 
aiso s e m e of the inner mot ivat ion for a 
V.-Li---! 0 " society that will not only be a 
society of J e w s , but a lso a Just Soci 
ety. !i was for this reason that Socialist 
Z i o n i s m w a s t h e m a i n s t a y of t h e 
Yishuv in Palest ine — it is for this 
reason ihat I personal ly bel ieve that in 
order to be a good Zionis t (in Israel — 
I am i.ot ta lking about affiliations in 
the Diaspora) you a lso have to be a 
Soc ia l i s t . O t h e r w i s e , you m a y fall 
pu-> to the N e w P a g a n i s m , be it that of 
the car o r w a s h i n g - m a c h i n e or the 
b ibl ica l ly- invoked title to a col lec t ive 
piece of real es ta te , this or that side of 
the Jo rdan . 

And about war and peace? 
Let us leave this to the next letter. 
Ea r ly in S e p t e m b e r , the r ad io an
nounced this morn ing , Rabin will be 
in the U n i t e d S t a t e s . T h e G r e e k -
Turkish s i tuat ion, which will certainly 
have s e m e bear ing on our d i l e m m a s , 
may also s i m m e r d o w n , one way or 
another . W e m a y all be a little bit wise r 
by then . 

Yours ever , 

S h l o m o Aviner i 

Sep tember 3 , 1974 

Dear Sh lomo: 

It m a y be true that one of 
the " s p i r i t u a l " d i m e n s i o n s of the 
Zionist enterpr ise to which you al lude 
is precisely that the ex is tence of a 
Jewish state , all entangled in h is tory , 
forces one as a Jew to be constant ly 
confront ing ul t imate i s sues , as your 
letter so vividly i l lustrates. That is, we 
tend in other cases to think of political 
ques t ions in t e rms of ins t rumental i t ies ; 
once there is a Jewish political enti ty 
operat ing in his tory, we are repeatedly 
forced to think about va lues and ends . 
It is logica l , perhaps inevi table , that 
any ser ious reflections on Is rae l ' s pre
sent p red icament should move back 
(forward?) to cons idera t ions of con
tinuity with the Jewish past , the choice 
of va lues offered by the Jewish tradi
t ion, the under ly ing purpose for the 
whole Zionis t en terpr ise . Perhaps I am 
being ungenerous in this regard to my 
fellow Amer ican J e w s , but I often find 
them unfortunately insulated from this 
kind of unfl inching self-quest ioning 
because they are involved in his tory, 
as J e w s , only a t o n e r emove . It is much 
easier for Amer i can J ews than for Is
raelis to concoct a sense of Jewish 
ident i ty out of sheer nos ta lg ia ( the 
Fiddler on the Roof p h e n o m e n o n ) , 
e thnic c lubb ishness , or at t i tudinizing 
that has little relation to concre te acts 
and h i s to r i ca l i n s t i t u t i o n s . In th i s 
specific connec t ion , I wou ld agree that 
the J ewi shness of Israel is , secular ism 
n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g , h a s an a u t h e n t i c 
" s p i r i t u a l " a s p e c t that A m e r i c a n 
J ewi shnes s l acks . 

T h e h a w k i s h n e s s of 
m a n y A m e r i c a n J e w s is a c a s e in 
point . N o w , w e are both aware that 
mil i tancy and territorial max ima l i sm 
enjoy a good deal of popular support in 
Israel itself, as the results of the last 
e lec t ions sugges t , but I would like to 
p ropose that those same pos i t ions , as 
they are typical ly adopted by A m e r i 
can J e w s , reflect a different cast of 
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mind . In Israel , I wou ld divide the 
hardl iners into two groups : bel ievers 
in manifest des t iny and ruthless prag-
mat is ts (at least as they conce ive them
selves) , with of course many people 
waver ing be tween the two rat ionales 
o r using both at once . T h e bel ievers 
a re , after al l , fanat ics , and as such they 
m a y be very dange rous , but there is 
a lso someth ing authent ic about their 
fanat ic ism, as distasteful as I m a y find 
it pe rsona l ly . I unders tand and in part 
agree with the connec t ion you make 
b e t w e e n t h e r e a l - e s t a t e v i e w of 
Z ion i sm and pagan i sm, but I think we 
mus t admit that there is a lso a deep 
s t r e a k o f \ e n o p h o b i c n a t i o n a l i s t 
fanaticism running through Jewish his
tory from its beg inn ings — fought 
agains t , to be su re , by the universa l i sm 
of the p rophe t s , but not wi thout ex
pression in the rel igious tradit ion it
self. You and I, of cour se , can reason-

ably a rgue that these are jus t the kind 
of archaic values wh ich , as modern 
J e w s , w e should now t ranscend , but it 
s e e m s t o m e t h a t t h e m i l i t a n t 
nat ional is ts are in fact d rawing upon 
s o m e t h i n g ve ry p o t e n t w i t h i n the 
Jewish heri tage and by doing that they 
const i tute a part icularly t roubl ing chal
lenge to our liberal o r socialist Zionist 
a ssumpt ion that one can be an enl ight
ened nat ional is t , a universal is t rooted 
in a national c o m m u n i t y . As for the 
ruthless p ragmat i s t s , their a rgument is 
s imple and obv ious : s ince the Arabs 
want to destroy us , s ince they have 
g iven not the sl ightest ev idence of eve r 
swerv ing from this murde rous a im, we 
must hold on to all the terri tories we 
h a v e , m a k e it c lear w e are prepared to 
use w e a p o n s that could annihi la te the 
A r a b s , and con templa te mass ive pre
empt ive str ikes when the Arabs are 
least ready for t h e m . This whole cal
cu lus may involve a terrible simplifi
cat ion of complex poli t ical facts , but at 
least it is based on a real percept ion of 
an immedia te physical threat , jus t as 
the posi t ion of the manifest dest iny 
people is based on a real percept ion of 
an e m p h a s i s present in the Jewish past . 
Bo th v i ews , in short , offer someth ing 
one mus t a rgue with ser iously . 

N o w , over against these 
Israeli a t t i tudes , I find that the hawk-
ishness of Amer ican J ews has a qual
ity of au toma t i c , unmedi ta ted reflex, 
an ul t imate vagueness. In address ing 
Amer ican Zionis t aud iences over the 
last few years , especia l ly after I had 
v o i c e d ce r t a in c r i t i c i s m s of Israel i 
gove rnmen t pol icy, the kind of objec
tion I rece ived w a s that s o m e h o w I 
w a s n ' t " h o l d i n g the l i n e " f i rmly 
e n o u g h . Such an a t t i tude, I suspect , 
relates only tangent ia l ly to the con
crete facts of the Midd le East conflict 
and even less to the impera t ives of 
Jewish his tory , whi le it more direct ly 
reflects the psycho logy of a comfor ta
ble but never totally secure minori ty 
g roup in Amer i can society: in a situa

tion of compet i t ive plu
ra l i sm and g radua l as 
s i m i l a t i o n , o n e m u s t 
stick by o n e ' s g u n s , de 
m a n d o n e ' s r ights , insist 

on g r o u p s o l i d a r i t y , and so fo r th 
— a complex of feelings that s eems to 
be t ranslated wholesa le to I s rae l ' s na
tional ex i s tence , where in fact the rules 
o f t h e g a m e , a n d i ts d i r e c o n s e 
quences , are quite different. For this 
reason , and probably for o thers which 
at the m o m e n t e lude m e , the hawk-
ishness of Amer i can J e w s often ap
pears as an inflexible g iven , the ex
press ion of an emot ion ra ther than a 
pol i t ical pos i t ion , and as such you 
can ' t really debate it. 

I have been talking about 
Amer i can Jewry as though it posses
sed a totally different o rder of histori
cal consc iousness from that of Israeli 
J ewry , and this is obvious ly not al
together t rue . The crucial choice you 
descr ibe that was m a d e by the p ioneers 
of the First and Second Al iyot , event 
ual ly f l o w e r i n g in a T h i r d J e w i s h 
C o m m o n w e a l t h , has profoundly af
fected the self-percept ion of all those 
J ews w h o opted for physical securi ty 
by emigra t ion to the Amer i cas and to 
Wes te rn E u r o p e . T h e chief effect is 
s imple e n o u g h , and it h a s , so to speak , 
sneaked up on all of us dur ing the last 
quar te r -century , yet I think we have 
hardly begun to think out its large con
sequences . Wha t I refer to is that al
most all of us — a g roup like the 
Amer i can Counci l for Juda i sm being a 
paltry futureless anachronism — now 
qui te naturally think of the J e w s as a 
people wi th a dist inct ive national cul
ture , a recognized polit ical center , and 
m e m b e r s scat tered through the world 
outs ide the polit ical center but deeply 
bound to it. In other w o r d s , the classic 
Zionist posi t ion on Jewish ex is tence , 
which half a century ago was still the 
subject of strident debate a m o n g J e w s , 
has b e c o m e a genera l ly assumed fact 
for most J e w s , even for many w h o are 
not officially Zionist . 

If the creat ion of a polit i
cal and cultural enti ty by a minori ty of 
J ews could in this way alter the basic 
se l f -def in ing a s s u m p t i o n s of wor ld 
J ewry , pe rhaps Ahad H a ' a m was not 
so far off base as I int imated in a previ
ous letter with his notion of Eretz Yis
rael as a spiritual c e n t e r — especial ly 
if we adopt your sense of spiritual exis-
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t e n c e . R e c e n t h i s to ry and c u r r e n t 
even t s s e e m to have b rough t about a 
pecul iar congruence of c o m p l e m e n 
tary par t ic ipants in the Jewish condi 
tion: if Israel is , as you say, are forced 
to recognize that they cannot really 
escape from Jewishness into a new 
c o n d i t i o n of I s r a e l i n e s s , D i a s p o r a 
J e w s , at the same t ime , by more or less 
the same c i r cums tances , are forced to 
r e c o g n i z e t h a t J e w i s h n e s s is not 
mere ly ethnici ty or rel igious persua
s ion, but means m e m b e r s h i p in a peo
ple (perhaps one might more pointedly 
say " n a t i o n " ) , and that in turn has 
ra ther complex historical and political 
impl ica t ions . 

All this suggests that one 
issue about which classic Z ion i sm was 
dead wrong was the so-called " n o r 
m a l i z a t i o n " of Jewish life th rough the 
es tab l i shment of a Jewish s ta te . T h e 
intrinsic t e rms of Jewish national exis
tence are a n o m a l o u s , and the cutt ing 
edge of the anomaly has , if any th ing , 
become more acutely felt since the 
creat ion of a Jewish s ta te , supposed ly 
k'chol hagoyim. H a n o c h B a r t o v , 
you wil l r e ca l l , p u b l i s h e d a p i e c e 
shortly after the Y o m Kippur W a r on 
the theme of " B a c k to A b n o r m a l i t y , " 
and that strikes m e as apt a way as any 
to descr ibe what has been crystal iz ing 
as a fact of consc iousness in this yea r 
s ince the w a r . D a n n y E l a z a r o n c e 
made the shrewd observat ion to me 
that the essence of the Jewish histori
cal dest iny is to be at the c rossroads of 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s a n d i n t e r s e c t i n g 
forces. This was true geopol i t ical ly in 
the anc i en t w o r l d , w i th Israel and 
Judea located at the center curve of the 
Fertile Crescen t , at the point where 
political vec tors from the nor th , east , 
and south col l ided. Diaspora J e w s , in 
radically different c i r cums tances , suf
fered a s imilar vulnerabi l i ty in their 
function as economic m i d d l e m e n , tax 
co l l ec to r s and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s , and , 
especial ly in modern t imes , in their 
location at the center of the c o m m u n i 
cat ions med ia , even in their p romi 
nence in the ar ts . N o w modern Israel 
repeats much of the ancient pattern of 
geopol i t i ca l e x p o s u r e and enc i r c l e 
ment . Perhaps to be a J ew m e a n s to be 

c o m m e n t a t o r s th ink the re wil l b e . 
Meanwhi l e , I see in today ' s N e w York 
Times that the Palest ine Libera t ion 
Organiza t ion wants to talk with Kis
s inger and to be invited in on equal 
foo t ing at the G e n e v a c o n f e r e n c e . 
Does this suggest an incipient change 
in the whole s i tuat ion? Is Israel likely 
to head off the m a n e u v e r by m o v i n g 
toward an agreement wi th Husse in? 

In these uncertain t imes , 
one invokes tradit ional b less ings with 
some t repidat ion, but in any ca se , let 
me wish you a h a p p y , heal thy, and 
peaceful N e w Year . 

Cord ia l ly , 

more dense ly sur rounded by the pres
sures of history than most o ther peo
ples usual ly a re , especial ly w h e n those 
pressures involve explos ive c h a n g e , 
and somet imes when they are literally 
devas ta t ing . 

T h i s b r i n g s m e to 
a n o t h e r a s p i r a t i o n o f t h e Z i o n i s t 
founders to which you refer: the desire 
to b e c o m e the subject of historical ac
tion instead of be ing its mere object . A 
few years a g o , I w a s led to w o n d e r in 
print whe the r the not ion of mak ing 
o n e ' s own his tory through an au tono
m o u s polit ical state was not inherently 
i l lusory. I answered m y o w n doubts 
then , pe rhaps a little facilely, by pro
pos ing that poli t ical independence had 
given J ews at least some control ove r 
their o w n des t iny , some capaci ty for 
i n i t i a t i n g a c t i o n , s o m e c o l l e c t i v e 
equivalent of the sense of free will we 
need in order to function as individu
a ls , h o w e v e r i l lusory it may be when 
seen against the cha ins of complex de
t e r m i n i s m s that affect our a c t i o n s . 
T h e c i rcumscr ibed field of maneuve r 
ability in which Israel had to opera te 
s h o u l d h a v e b e e n o b v i o u s e n o u g h 
even before last Oc tobe r , had it not 
been for the g roundless euphor ia of the 
p o s t - S i x - D a y - W a r per iod. After the 
Arab a t tack, the oil e m b a r g o with its 
w o r l d w i d e r a m i f i c a t i o n s , and t h e 
Grea t P o w e r manipula t ions of an os 
tensibly local war , any Zionist not ions 
of b e c o m i n g the subject of historical 
action must surely be seen in a rather 
sober ing light. D o you find this issue 
of historical au tonomy to be a central 
one in the reassessment of pos i t ions 
that has been taking place in Israel 
since the O c t o b e r war? D o you per
sonal ly think there are c o n c l u s i o n s 
other than b leak or even despai r ing 
ones to be d rawn about that issue at 
this point in t ime? 

M e a n w h i l e , the au tumn 
is upon us , and I find it still ra ther 
difficult to get m u c h sense of the pros
pects for w a r or peace . All I have is a 
perverse feeling that there will not be a 
r e s u m p t i o n of g e n e r a l 
hosti l i t ies in the c o m i n g 
months precisely because 
so m a n y I s r a e l i n e w s 

Rober t Al ter 



AN EXCHANGE 
OF LETTERS 

Sep tember 2 2 , 1974 

Dear Bob : 

Since 1 last wro te to you I 
have been to the Soviet Un ion (my 
first visit there) and then for a week or 
so to N e w York , where I par t ic ipated, 
a m o n g o t h e r s , in a s y m p o s i u m on 
" T h e Central i ty of Israel in Jewish 
L i f e . " The visit to Russ ia , and espe
cial ly the a tmosphere at the M o s c o w 
S y n a g o g u e on S a t u r d a y m o r n i n g , 
meri t a special descr ip t ion, which I 
will not try to render here . But it ties in 
with some of the issues we have been 
d iscuss ing in our cor r respondence . 

E x a m p l e : d u r i n g t h e 
service at the M o s c o w S y n a g o g u e , I 
not iced a small e levated enclosure up 
front, with some seats in it, but unoc
cupied . I k n e w what it was , but looked 
at it hard, and the man next to m e , with 
w h o m I had been chat t ing dur ing the 
s e r v i c e , c a u g h t m y g l a n c e . " Y o u 
k n o w what this i s ? " he asked. " T h i s 
is the p lace we reserve for m e m b e r s of 
the Jewish (sic!) Embassy when they 
c o m e back to M o s c o w . This was their 
p lace w h e n they were he re , and w e 
keep it for them w h e n they will c o m e 
b a c k . " 

I d o not know if this p roves 
the centrality of Israel in Jewish life, 
but I know it p roves that Jewish life 
cannot be the same after the establ ish
ment of the state of Israel . A s you say , 
Israel re in t roduced a normat ive aspect 
into Jewish life that w a s n ' t there in the 
galut. It c e r t a i n l y d i d no t m a k e 
Jewish life normal, and the seats re
served for the " t h e Jewish E m b a s s y " 
in any synagogue jus t stress the utter 
anomaly of Jewish life, the fact that it 
does not neat ly fit into the ca tegor ies 
of state/religion or secular / re l igious, 
so beautifully worked out by Wes te rn 
l i b e r a l i s m u n d e r t h e 
aeg i s of a s e c u l a r i z e d 
version of the d ichoto
m i c C h r i s t i a n d i s t i n c 
t i o n , g o i n g b a c k to 

Pe lag ius , of the " t w o s w o r d s . " W e 
jus t d o n ' t fit into th is , and hence also 
our immense and somet imes unintel
ligible squabbles about " W h o Is a 
J e w " in Israel . As a secularist I cer

tainly feel qui te uneasy 
w i th r a b b i n i c a l p o w e r 
in Israel: yet even as a 
secularis t I cannot imag
ine a separat ion of reli

gion and state in Israel a la the United 
States . Such a separat ion entails the 
possibil i ty of someone being Jewish 
through his affiliation with the Jewish 

people and non-Jewish (say, Chris t ian) 
by virtue of his affiliation with another 
re l igion. If one takes an exclus ively 
secular definit ion of J ewi shness , then 
s u c h a m o n s t r o s i t y of b e i n g b o t h 
Jewish (by nationali ty) and Christ ian 
(by rel igion) would b e c o m e poss ib le . I 
k n o w some so-called H e b r e w Chr is 
t ians bel ieve this — but a Jewish state 
cannot c o m e up with someth ing like 
that . 

But to c o m e back to the 
quest ion of central i ty: in N e w York , 
w h e n we d iscussed the quest of Soviet 
J ewry to immigra te to Israel , one of 
the Amer i can par t ic ipants remarked 
very shrewdly that there is a paradox 
here : that Soviet J ews want to immig
rate to Israel is certainly an indication 
of the special place of Israel in their 
life. But does not the fact that this 
immigra t ion is m a d e possible through 
the political c lout of American Jewry 
suggest that this a l leged central i ty of 
Israel m a y be much more prob lemat i 
cal than c la imed by Z i o n i s m ? You 
surely needed the p o w e r of Amer i can 
J e w s to m a k e it poss ib le for these 
Soviet J ews to go to Israel . 

T h e point is obvious ly well 
t aken , but the paradox does not end 
there . The central i ty of Israel does not 
mean that Israel is omnipoten t : it m a y , 
indeed, depend on Diaspora Jewry in 
more than one respect — I tried to 
suggest that much in an earl ier letter. 
The point is that the Soviet J ews do not 
want jus t to leave the Soviet Un ion . 
There mus t be mi l l ions of peop le , of 
all na t iona l i t ies and re l ig ions , w h o 
would like to leave Russ ia . The point 
is that they would like to leave for 



Israel, and that they-call this repatria
tion a re turn to their ancestral land. It 
is thus a pol i t ical , if you wish , a nor
mat ive d e m a n d , jus t like the d e m a n d 
of G e r m a n s , or Po les , l iving in the 
Soviet Un ion and wish
ing to return to t h e i r 
countr ies of or igin. Sup
pose there wou ld have 
been no Israel , and there 
w o u l d h a v e b e e n a 
m o v e m e n t a m o n g Soviet Jews to emi 
gra te , say , to the Uni ted Sta tes . Could 
one imagine this becoming a political 
issue within the Uni ted States o r be
tween the U . S . and the U . S . S . R . ? I 
cannot see that it wou ld have hap
pened; precisely because the m o v e 
ment of Soviet J ewry is not pure ly 
humani ta r ian but polit ical and norma
t ive , it has b e c o m e an issue of pol i t ics , 
and it is Israel — and not the object ive 
s i tuat ion of Sovie t J e w r y a lone — 
which has m a d e it such. 

W e thus c o m e back to the 
issue raised at the open ing of your last 
letter about the nature of pol i t ics . M y 
content ion is that the exis tence of Is
rael has reinstated the political — i .e . 
normat ive — level to Jewish life, the 
kind of public life J e w s did possess , 
a lbe i t in a t r u n c a t e d f o r m , in t h e 
medieva l k'hillah, and which was de 
stroyed by the en l igh tenment and the 
emanc ipa t ion . You are r ight in sug
gest ing that usual ly we think of polit i
cal ques t ions in te rms of ins t rumen
tali t ies, but I do not th ink Israel is 
unique here in br inging a normat ive 
e lement into pol i t ics . As a Hegel ian , I 
bel ieve that the publ ic d imens ion , i .e. 
the living wi th o ther people in a c o m 
munity which one values not for in
strumental but for immanen t reasons , 
is a necessary condi t ion for h u m a n 
life. A person w h o does not par t ic ipate 
in public life is not a who le h u m a n 
being. As Hegel would have said, he 
lives only in and for his family and in 
and for civil society — and modern 
Diaspora J ews have tended to do so , 
and this accounts for their c lose family 
ties as well as for their phenomena l 
economic success . But the price for 
this was roo t lessness — not in the 
vulgar, possess ive sense , but in the 

sense that they ul t imately did not p ro
fess a l legiance to anyone or anyth ing . 
It mean t that they had no responsibi l 
ity, and without responsibi l i ty — for a 
c o m m u n i t y , for a pol i ty , for an other 
— there is no f reedom. 

Th i s is pe rhaps also the dif
ference be tween Jewish intel lectuals 
— of a sort — in the Diaspora and 
Israeli intel lectuals when it c o m e s to 
ques t ions of political nonconfo rmism. 
S o m e of u s in Israel , w h o have criti
c ized numerous policies of the Israeli 
g o v e r n m e n t , have on occasion been 
cast igated by Jewish Amer ican col
l e a g u e s fo r n o t b e i n g o u t s p o k e n 
enough . But it is here that a fine bor
d e r l i n e m u s t b e d r a w n . T a k e an 
Amer ican Jewish intellectual crit iciz
ing his gove rnmen t on Vie tnam: ulti
ma te ly , he bears no responsibi l i ty , and 
in a way his cr i t icism and commi tmen t 
s tems from abstract not ions about Jus 
t ice, Peace , e tc . Wha teve r happens , he 
will pay n o price: h i s way of life, h is 
daily rout ine , his aff luence, will not be 
affected. For an Israeli intel lectual , it 
is slightly different: it is all very nice to 
be against occupat ion of Arab land (do 
I have to tell anyone that I a m against 
i t?), but even as I type this letter, the 
v iew from m y w i n d o w , wh ich is a lso 
the view from m y daugh t e r ' s w i n d o w 
d o w n the hall , is that of the hills of Beit 
Ja l la , near B e t h l e h e m . Until 1967, 
this was Jo rdan ; Arabs live there , and I 
certainly d o n ' t want us to cont inue 
there as occupie rs . But nei ther do I 
want to accept the fact that A r a b guns 
will ever be posi t ioned again on this 
hill . It affects my life, the life of my 
family , the life of m y ne ighbors , my 
ci ty , m y count ry . I a m responsible to 
t h e m , concre te ly , not only to the ab
stract ideas of Jus t ice , F reedom and 
Equal i ty . I have a responsibil i ty to
wards my own life, the life of my 
daughte r , the securi ty of m y count ry . 

In a d i m w a y , m a n y 
M i d d l e A m e r i c a n s , 
w h o s e v u l g a r i t y a n d 
P h i l i s t i n i s m I d e t e s t , 

may have felt someth ing similar about 
Vie tnam: it was not their immedia te 
s e c u r i t y , but t hey felt a b o u t the i r 
count ry . Few of the cri t ics of Amer i -
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Israel . A g a i n , let me be frank: I we l 
c o m e cri t icism of Israel c o m i n g from 
Diaspora J e w s , but there is again a thin 
border l ine the re , not a lways vis ible . A 
yea r and a half ago (it s eems ten years 
ago ) , on I s rae l ' s 25th anniversary , the 
g o v e r n m e n t dec ided to hold a giant 
mili tary parade in Je rusa lem. I w a s , 
l ike many o ther Israel is , ra ther un
happy about it and felt we should find 
o ther w a y s , not connec ted with our 
mili tary migh t , to express our joy at 
the Resurrec t ion of Israel . In a d iscus
sion I a t tended at that t ime in N e w 
York , a young psychologis t from Har
vard w h o cons iders h imsel f commi t t ed 
to Israel cri t icized this mili tary parade 
and then added in his perorat ion that, 
for this reason , he would not c o m e to 
Israel that year and would not part ici
pate in the 25th anniversary celebra
t ions . 

I found this very cheap . I 
had to admi t , when I spoke after h im, 
that I w a s a lso ex t r eme ly u n h a p p y 
about the mili tary pa rade , and said so 
publ ic ly in Israel — in print , and on 
the rad io . H o w e v e r , I a m also a re
serve soldier of the Israeli a r m y , and it 
is my a rmy . / cannot dissocia te mysel f 
from it by not c o m i n g to jo in in the 
fun. Right or w r o n g , it is m y a rmy: it 

does not mean that I accept every th ing 
it d o e s , nor does it mean that I will 
a lways obey its o rders . But it m e a n s 
that if I dec ide to d isobey its orders it 
will cost m e someth ing . 1 will do it at a 
peril to myse l f and my coun t ry . It is 
also the a rmy that s tands be tween m e 
and the peop le w h o cons ider them
selves my e n e m i e s . Wi th hindsight , 
after Y o m Kippur , we m a y also say 
that it did s tand be tween m e , my fam
ily, my ci ty , my country — and their 
e n e m i e s . Grands tand ges tures such as 
not c o m i n g for the ce l eb ra t i ons of 
I s rae l ' s anniversary are precisely those 
decis ions which I call decis ions with
out responsibi l i ty . If I will have one 
day to decide to d isobey the orders of 
the Israeli a rmy , I will have to bea r the 
burden . N o r will I have a friendly bor
der to C a n a d a to c ross ove r wi th im
puni ty . 

That it was this a rmy that 
stood be tween us and our enemies did 
not mean that it could do the j o b alone: 
it might not have been a sufficient 
condi t ion for our survival as a com
muni ty , but it was a necessary o n e . 
And this br ings me to the point you 
raised so del icately towards the end of 
your letter: I said that the exis tence of 
Israel was trying to m a k e the Jewish 
people into a subject of h is tory , not an 
object a n y m o r e . D o I feel, you asked , 
in the wake of the Y o m Kippur W a r 
this postulate to have been borne out 
by events? 

Being a subject — in a per
son as in a nat ion — does not mean that 
you a lways get your w a y , nor is it a 
guaran tee for success o r even survival . 
O n e can die fighting for o n e ' s free
d o m , whi le o n e ' s b ro ther m a y con
tinue to live — in servi tude. I do not 
intend to sound grandi loquent , nor do I 
suggest that life in the Diaspora is a 
life of se rv i tude . W h a t I m e a n to sug
gest is that b e c o m i n g a subject of his
tory — dependen t as one m a y find 
o n e s e l f u p o n W o r l d J e w r y , U . S . 
a r m s , Henry Kiss inger , Senator Jack
s o n — i s still an act of o n e ' s self-
consc iousness freely expressed . W e 
are in t roub le , no doub t , but not be
cause someone decided that he was 

can involvement in V ie tnam felt about 
the i r coun t ry : they felt abou t the i r 
f ee l ings , the i r idea ls — and t h a t ' s 
a different mat ter . An Amer ican G. I. 
in V i e t n a m w h o d i s o b e y e d o r d e r s 
there is in a different ca tegory . I know 
I a m looking for t rouble in mak ing 
such a s ta tement (and let m e tell you I 
felt A m e r i c a was commi t t ing a terrible 
b lunder in Vie tnam as early as 1966, 
when it still was bad form to do so) . 
W h a t I a m saying is that cr i t ic ism is 
p r e m i s e d on r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and on 
paying the pr ice . If intel lectuals w h o 
were cr i t ic izing the U . S . government 
a b o u t V i e t n a m w o u l d b e p r o v e d 
w r o n g , n o t h i n g w o u l d h a p p e n to 
them. If I and other Israeli intellectu
als will prove wrong in our cr i t icism 
of our gove rnmen t , we will pay the 
pr ice , immedia te ly . S o m e of us may 
not be there any more even to admit 
that we made a mis take , and it is this 
agoniz ing responsibi l i ty which is in
volved in the polit ical life on a con
crete and not abstract level . 

Th i s appl ies a l so , s o m e 
t imes , to Amer i can Jewish cri t icism of 



going to take it o u t o n the J e w s but 
because we dec ided we would like to 
live the life of a c o m m u n i t y . Therefore 
M a ' a l o t was not a pog rom: it was a 
terrible price we paid for our will not to 
s u r v i v e ( t h i s w e c a n d o in m a n y 
p l a c e s , a n d t h e n t h e r e p r o b a b l y 
w o u l d n ' t be M a ' a l o t s , only ord inary 
p o g r o m s perhaps) — but because we 
dec ided to live in a c o m m u n i t y , in a 
Jewish pol i ty , to have our o w n self-
consc iousness expressed in the objec
tive world of states and nat ions , to 
have our own a rmy. Perhaps foreign 
a rmies and police forces can on occa
sion defend Jewish life better: as I said 
before, Israel is the least safe place for 
a Jew today , but if I get hit in Israel it 
is because I choose to live there as a 
Jew. The terrorist m a y be guilty for 
murde r ing me : I , h o w e v e r , am re
sponsible because I wil led the life in 
Israel in a Jewish poli ty. 

I saw Rabin on T V the o the r 
day when he repor ted on his trip to the 
United Sta tes . His message was really 
s imple: wha t w e have to m o v e on to 
n o w is no t a n o t h e r s e p a r a t i o n of 
forces , but a c c o m m o d a t i o n . T h e ques 
tion is not of Israeli wi thdrawal from 
occupied terr i tor ies , but the wil l ing
ness of the o ther side to accept the 
legi t imate exis tence of Israel; if such 
acceptance will be fo r thcoming , then 
the territorial quest ion can — and will 
— also be solved. 

It s eems so s imple , pe rhaps 
self-evident . Bu t I feel Rabin b rought 
out an e l emen t wh ich b e c a m e sub
merged in the years after 1967 due 
both to the A r a b insistence on territo
ries as well as to o u r own internal 
squabbles about the future of the terri
tor ies , historical r ights , the boundar 
ies of Ere tz Yisrael and o ther theoret i 
cal issues . The state of Israel , whi le it 
needs terr i tory, as anything else that 
exists in t ime and space , is not a imed 
at terr i tory a lone: it is and was a imed 
a t s e c u r i n g a publicly recognized 
homeland for the Jewish people . If you 
discern echoes of the Bas le P rogram 
here , t ha t ' s only to show that the en
terprise of Z ion i sm w a s n ' t c o n s u m 
mated with the es tab l i shment of Israel 

in 1948, and the B e n Gur ion t radi t ion, 
so m u c h centered upon the very ex is 
tence of the s ta te , over looked the fact 
that 1948 was only the beginning of 
the project called the Return to Z ion . 

Is ours a co r respondence be 
tween t w o m e m b e r s of a " n o r m a l " 
c o m m u n i t y ? I t h i n k it w a s F r a n z 
R o s e n z w e i g w h o said (in the days 
w h e n he was still opposed to Z ion i sm) 
that he d idn ' t want to see the Jewish 
h e r i t a g e c o n f i n e d to t h e j e j u n e 
triviali t ies of another Serbia o r M o n 
tenegro . Shall we feel exhi l i ra ted, or 
pe rhaps sad tha t , desp i t e all na ive 
Zionist w i shes , we are not back to 
" n o r m a l c y ? " W e are the perennial 
nonconformis t s , and even if we ap
peared to wish to be like all the gen
ti les, k'chol hagoyim, the ironies of 
Jewish history are still with us and we 
shall r emain entangled in t hem, e m a n 
cipation and Z ion i sm alike notwith
s tanding. W e are thus left in the same 
boat . If some Zionists somet imes be
l i e v e d t h a t Z i o n R e s u r r e c t e d wi l l 
emanc ipa te them from what they con
sidered the less appea l ing aspects of 
the Jewish her i tage , recent his tory has 
shown this d ream to be highly unreal
istic. Israel needs the Diaspora , jus t as 
the Diaspora needs Israel, though they 

exist on different normat ive p lanes . 
But the feel ing of u t ter in terdepen
d e n c e , that Kol Yisrael arevim zeh 
bazeh, that w e vouch for each o ther , 
that wil ly-nil ly we are our b ro thers ' 
keeper — this lesson has been brought 
out to all of us in the tr ibulat ions of the 
last years , 1967 just as 1973. Secular
ists and rel igious J e w s , Israelis and 
Diaspora J e w s , Amer i can and Soviet 
J ews — whatever the op in ions , the 
bel iefs , the life styles, the ideologies: 
in the existential m o m e n t of truth we 
are all tied in an umbi l ica l cord , and 
this cord is now Israel. Maybe some 
would have been happier that it did not 
exist , but a J ew w h o today would turn 
his back on Israel is tu rn ing his back 
not only on three mill ion Jews : he is 
re t reat ing, in some w a y , from his own 
J e w i s h n e s s , w h a t e v e r def in i t ion h e 
g ives it. Th i s , at least , is a consensus 
which I feel all of us share — and this 
is what the Jewish Revolu t ion , Zion
ism, was after all about . Th is is a d i 
mens ion which did not exist before 
Israel c a m e o n this scene . 

Shanah tova , 

S h l o m o Aviner i 

• 
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