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A man lives not only his own personal life as an
individual but also, consciously or unconsciously,
the life of his epoch and his contemporaries.

thomas mann
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Chapter 1 First impressions

ma�bara, ‘‘ledger keeper,’’ terra sancta

In an autobiographical fragment written in the early
1960s, Walter Zeev Laqueur, a Polish-born Israeli

and formerly a Jerusalem Post contributing editor, writes of one autumn
evening during an interval at a conference somewhere near Athens, when
the conversation turned to the subject of ‘‘the need for roots.’’ Theywere,
Laqueur relates, eight around the table, and it emerged that none of them
lived where he was born and that only one would be able to see again the
parental home if hewentback tohisbirthplace. In sevencasesoutof eight,
the parental home—the house itself—was there no longer.

None of the eight, however,was physicallyor by lawbarred fromgoing
back to his birthplace had hewanted so to do—and I found myself won-
dering, on reading this, how these fellow emigrés would have felt had
they lived with the knowledge that they were physically and permanently
barred from visiting their hometowns, even if only for a brief look.

I am mentioning this because in recent years I have had reason to be-
lieve that one day I would be able to visit Baghdad, and possibly even
to see some of my many non-Jewish friends of yore. As luck would have
it, however, first came the long Iran-Iraq War, which lasted some eight
years, then thewaroverKuwait and, in its disastrous aftermath, thevirtual
third-worldization of Iraq.

I came toIsrael togetherwithmymother inFebruary 1951. Iwas twenty-
six. A twenty-year-old unmarried sister, who had arrived the previous
year,was alreadyat somekibbutz;my fatherhaddied fouryears earlier.We
stayed for a few nights at the home of an aunt in Haifa.The husband said
why, with the kind of experience you have and with your knowledge of
English, youcaneasilyfinda job.Hemademewrite fourapplications—to
the oil refineries, the electric company, Discount Bank, and Bank Leumi.
All four wrote back expressing an interest, and finally for some reason or
other I choseDiscount,wasdulyaccepted, and startedwork immediately.
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It was hell! All day long I dealt with checks signed illegibly, compared
the signatures with the specimens on file at the bank, verified the account
holder’s balance and the identity of the person presenting the check, and
ordered the cashier to pay. At the end of the day, after putting everything
back in perfect order, I took the bus north to somewhere that looked like
the middle of nowhere, somewhere not far from Afula, where, literally in
the middle of a deserted grapefruit grove, the three of us were allotted
a tent. This went on for two or three weeks until I decided I had had
enough.OneFriday, after asking to leavework early so I could reach Jeru-
salem at some reasonable hour—that was in the days when a trip from
Haifa to Jerusalem tookat least fourhours—I took thebus towhere Jacob,
my friend from Baghdad, lived, miserably, at some ramshackle dorm in
Musrara.

That was the last I was ever to see of the bank in Haifa; on Sunday
I started the long procedure of enrolling at the Hebrew University (the
whole of which, except forone largish lecture hall at theRatisbonne com-
pound, was housed in the Terra Sancta Building, where the excellent
British Council Library was also to be found) and the even more com-
plexprocedureof finding aplace in amabara (transit camp) in Jerusalem.
Finally we got a place in the Talpiot mabara, not a tent but a tin hut that
was good for refrigeration in winter and baking in summer—almost.

At theuniversity, onmy friendElieKedourie’s advice, I took courses in
IslamiccivilizationandArabic languageand literature, and therewerealso
quite a fewother preliminary subjects groupedunder the namemekhinah
(preparatory year). By then I somehow managed to speak and hear He-
brew, and at the end ofwhatmust have been the second or third lecture in
Islamic civilization, our teacher, the late professor Shmuel Dov Goitein,
often let me accompany him to his home nearby, and we had a chat in his
study—always in English.

One of the things Goitein told me was that, in case I didn’t know,
every one of the Iraqi students at the university was considered a com-
munist. This being the case—and because I seemed to him so ‘‘differ-
ent’’ (he also used the word ‘‘intelligent’’)—it would be sensible of me
to change my family name. I don’t think I responded to that, but I swear
he made the suggestion. Be that as it may, he said I had better attend a
Hebrew ulpan (Hebrew study center), and duly gave me a letter to the
powers-that-be asking that I be admitted.Thatwas theway itwaswith the
Orientals (African and Asian Jews)—you had to be ‘‘intelligent,’’ excep-
tional, and ‘‘clean,’’ or whatever, to be taught the elements of the Hebrew
language!
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I enjoyed the ulpan because of the long-missed female company—
mainly a number of ‘‘eligibles.’’ Midway through the ulpan I managed to
get a jobat the JerusalemPostas aproofreader.Thatwasquite abreakwith
tradition, letting a barbarian from Baghdad do proofreading for the great
English-language paper, a job reserved exclusively for ‘‘Anglo-Saxons’’
(that was the appellation used at the paper at the time). After much ago-
nizing, however, and a trial period, I was finally accepted. But I remained
pretty hard to stomach, and the editor often referred tome as ‘‘that Egyp-
tian Communist.’’

Shortly after providing conclusive proof that I could read and cor-
rect galley proofs, I approached the Post’s book-page editor Dr. Eugene
Meyer—a gentle soul hailing fromCzechoslovakia, diligent, meticulous,
and highly well-organized—with the batch of cuttings of my book and
movie reviews from the Iraq Times,which I had successfully ‘‘smuggled’’
via Elie in Oxford, since it was somewhat risky to send printed matter to
Jews abroad. I left the bunch with him, and some time later he told me
he found the stuff ‘‘interesting,’’ especially a review article on the famed
EgyptianwriterTahaHussein. I considered that an encouraging sign and
decided to try my hand at writing for the book page. However I foolishly
failed to takewhat later transpired as something of a hint—namely, that I
had better concentrate on the things I was supposed to know about, such
as Arab authors and Arabic literature.

This was made obvious to me following the publication of a long re-
view I wrote of a book that dealt with cultural relations, or nonrelations,
between Europe and the United States. It was the lead article in that Fri-
day’s book page.The following week, friends in the editorial department
toldmewhat had happened.GershonAgron, founderand editor in chief,
had remarked in aneditorialmeeting, ‘‘WhatbusinesshasRejwan towrite
about America and Europe? He comes from Iraq, and he should write
about the Arab world!’’

Needless to say, I was not in the least amused. Not only did I know
next to nothing about the Arab world, but I am never a guy to be pushed
around. Sowhat if Agron decided to confine me to my Arab ghetto? But
then, what with the book-page editor gradually persuading me to review
books on the Arab world and Islam and such—and especially after the
Sinai war of 1956made Israelis more aware of their surroundings and the
need to communicate with their despised neighbors—I somehow found
myself dragged into the Arab affairs field.

It was like this. As a reserve soldier—and once again because of where
I hail from—I was mobilized during the war period as part of the intel-
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ligence branch, and after a week or so of doing nothing, I was ‘‘lent’’ to
Israel Radio’s Arabic service. It was terribly short of Arabic-literate jour-
nalists, and suddenly realized that Israel had Arabic-speaking neighbors
who needed to be addressed in that language. To cut a long story short,
I worked in the radio’s news department, but after a few days the Post’s
executive editor, Ted Lurie, who learned of my whereabouts, objected
that it was irregular or illegal for the army just to donate me as a present
to the radio, and that I had either to be demobbed or to actually serve in
the army.

Well, Lurie had it his way, but, I no longer recall exactly how, he man-
aged to maneuver me into accepting a job with the radio as news editor,
provided the company agreed to my continuing to contribute—or start-
ing to contribute—a weekly column and an occasional editorial for the
paper. I should perhaps add that by that time I hadmoved to the editorial
desk at thePost, but that there—though no one had anydoubts aboutmy
being able to do the job—they thought I was ‘‘too slow’’ when the situa-
tionswere hot and everyonewasworking against the deadline. I think that
was why Lurie wanted to get rid of me as a regular employee but wanted
so much to keep me as a slavelancer.

The 1951–1952 academicyearwent all towaste, since I had to copewith
my studies aswell as the following: being awakened in theveryearly hours
of the morning by my neighbors in the mabara—manual laborers who
had to report early to work; attending classes, which were scattered all
over the day and early evening without any logic or consideration; read-
ing, either in the British Council Library or at the YMCA reading room;
having some terrible lunch at the students’mensa (dininghall)—and then
either reporting towork at the Post,when I was doing the afternoon shift,
or trying to rest or attending the few and far between classes that I had to
attend.

Now, the afternoon shift ended onweekdays at perhaps seven or seven
thirty in the evening, so I could be with one of my female friends and
either go to the movies or to her room—and then finally come ‘‘home’’
and to bed.When I was doing the night shift I finished work always after
one in the morning, sometimes two, and then waited for an editor friend
who lived in Baka to give me a lift to the mabara. His name was Jake
Rykus, and he was doing this voluntarily, since the paper didn’t provide
transportation. Incidentally, it was a six-dayworkweekwhether youwere
working afternoons or nights. Pure hell, it now sounds, and certainly no
life fit for study.

That was the (1951–1952 academic) year that was! I spent nearly a year
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and a half in themabara, at the end of which time Imanaged to rent a tiny
room on the roof of an apartment building on Princess Mary Avenue. It
was one of perhaps four or five rooms, each with a tiny kitchen, that were
meant for the servants.Tiny but cozy—andmine anyway. All in all it was
fun—so close to the Post and downtown. After my sister Simha married
and moved to somewhere in the Sharon area, we managed to squeeze a
bed in the kitchen for Mother, since there was no possibility whatsoever
of crowding another bed in that room of mine.

Back to school. Living in such comparative luxury, I decided the time
had come to enroll, this time choosing to study, believe it or not, medi-
eval history and international relations. It went well with both, until I dis-
covered that Latin—which went withmedieval history—was not for me.
Norwas the other subjectmuchmore appealing—Idon’t even remember
what they taught us there.Medieval history, on the other hand, proved to
be a fascinating subject—and topical into the bargain.

That year, ProfessorYehoshua Prawer was giving a course on theCru-
sades, and his lectures very often contained hints, broad enough some-
times but never specific, of a possible analogy between the Crusaders
and the Zionist colonizers. A number of students, who, by the way, were
mostly rather older than they would be nowadays—no doubt as a result
of the war and its accompanying difficulties—regularly pleaded for him
to be more specific. But the professor never budged.

And so it came to pass that I stopped going to school. Not that I didn’t
learn anything; I learned a great deal. But this was due mainly to the fact
that I took the so-called bibliographies, which was the name given by the
teachers to the list of books they claimed to be ‘‘required reading,’’ rather
seriously. I read every one of the recommended books, of which I man-
aged to purchase and keep quite a few, and from those books I learned
aboutmoreandmore related literature that I sought andread, takingnotes
and writing down some comments and so on.

However, because of my poor knowledge of Hebrew and also because
Iwasnaive enough to think that reading the recommendedbibliographies
(all in English) rendered the practice redundant, I didn’t take notes dur-
ing lectures, as all the other students were busy doing most of the time.
(Some of them, I noticed with wonder, made carbon copies so that—
as it transpired—they could give them to classmates whowere unable to
attend and who had asked them to do it for them.)

Though I don’t think I sat for anyof the end-of-year exams, by the end
of theyear I became convinced that to take those bibliographies seriously,
as I did, was to court certain failure. It was then that I thought of coin-
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ing a sort of dictum: In the university you have to choose between two
alternatives: either learning or getting a degree. I am sure there is a great
deal of exaggeration in this—also rationalization—but I began consoling
myself with the thought that, after all, I had learned a lot and to hell with
diplomas.

There is a kind of follow-up to all this—my university noneducation,
I mean. Some thirteen or fourteen years later, at the ripe age of forty-two
and out of a job, I enrolled as a first-year student at Tel Aviv University,
taking this time around sociology and anthropology (I thought I would
find the root causes of the problem then claimingmywhole attention, i.e.,
the so-called communal or ethnic problem in Israel). This time, too—
only much more so—I concentrated all my attention on the bibliogra-
phies and far beyond, and as a result I wrote quite a few articles on the
subject and gave a few lectures. Later, during the miniwar I declared to
right some of the wrongs I thought were being done to members of what
came to be called the Second Israel, I think I made the best use of soci-
ology and, especially, anthropology, of all the subjects I pretended to be
learning during my fragmented university years.

As to academic degrees and such, in the case ofmyTel AvivUniversity
venture two factors made getting a degree impossible. In the first place,
the sociology discipline included a course in statistics, which, as hard as
I tried, I couldn’t do, mainly because I didn’t have the basic mathemati-
cal knowledge needed, either because I had not acquired it at school or
because I had forgotten all about it.

The other factor was the Six-DayWar of 1967, which broke out smack
at the end of the academic year and just before the exams. Not only was
I due to be mobilized by the army, but the war itself and the famous vic-
tory it brought to Israel depressed me to no end. Rather than wait for the
defeated Arabs to telephone—as did General Moshe Dayan—I decided
that the war had harmed the chances for peace.

proddings

Diary entries

25 April 1993

A few weeks ago I suddenly felt a need to recapitulate that distant

chapter in my life. So I decided to organize a kind of get-together of

people who had worked in the Post building during the years I toiled
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there, mostly as proofreader but also as frequent contributor to the

book pages and finally making it briefly to the editorial desk. After

quite some organizing we managed to get nine of them, whom we

invited for lunch on Independence Day. Seven came with their wives,

and two were no longerwith wives, and, incredible as it may sound,

we managed to seat them and feed them to satiation.

All in all it was fun, but the most curious thing was that everybody

kept repeating how thoughtful it was of me to organise the meet-

ing and what a wonderful, wonderful idea it all was. So Rachel kept

wondering why, if the idea was so great, none of the participants had

managed to air it, let alone actually organise the get-together.

And speaking of the Post these days, every time I open the paper

and glance at the editorial page, I tell myself—and Rachel—I don’t

believe I go on writing for that paper. But then I recall the time when

charges of ‘‘pro-Arab,’’ ‘‘Leftist,’’ and such were hurled at me by

none other than the ‘‘old guard,’’ itself now variously dubbed, ironi-

cally enough, pro-PLO, anti-Israel, and even anti-Jewish, and start

thinking. Can it be that, now that the paper is finally and safely estab-

lished as right-wing, pro-Likud, or whatever, the editor is no longer

vulnerable and feels confident enough to have a pariah like myself

participate? Or is it a question of ‘‘balance’’? Or am I just being a

good boy and refraining from mixing opinion with fact or writing

‘‘think pieces’’?

The other day my good friend Helen made a query. Incredible

as it may sound, the fact is that I have never even thought about the

question she asked—relevant and fascinating as it is—namely, why

in the world was I writing in English in Iraq. Come to think of it, in

the normal course of events (as they say) I should’ve been writing

in Arabic, since, unlike my very few friends—and I can think only

of Elie and Jacob—I never had attended an English school; my En-

glish, in fact, was practically non-existent when I was all of sixteen

years of age! (When I was 20 my Arabic teacher, Dawood el-Sayigh,

a fellow Communist sympathizer who happened to be watching over

us when we sat for the English exam, actually dictated to me the right

answers and thus enabled me to pass . . .) Altogether the reason why

I learned English enough to read it in the first place was sheer curi-

osity: I wanted to know more about what was going on in the world,

then at war, and particularly what the Commies were saying about it.

The first English periodicals I ever read were a weekly calledWorld

News and Views and the monthly Labour Monthly, both official, bona

fide communist.
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I was of course soon disenchanted, and my readings began to

focus on literature and the like—not just literature but avant-garde

literature—Eliot, Auden, Spender, Louis MacNeice and other con-

temporaries in poetry; and Kafka, Joyce, Thomas Mann, Virginia

Woolf, and the more recent ones in prose. (I must have boasted to

Helen more than once that I was the proud reviewer of Saul Bellow’s

first novel, Dangling Man.) And so on. So what was the question

again? Who knows, maybe it had something to do with my being

such an incurable snob . . .

16 June 1994

The publication recently of a fragment from my autobiographical

work-in-progress (‘‘Bookshop Days,’’The Literary Review, Winter

1994) has provoked the usual pleas and remonstrances from friends

and acquaintances—in the line of ‘‘When are you going to finish

that memoir of yours?’’ ‘‘Are you aware that it’s now ten years and

more since you first confided that you were actively working on your

Baghdad memoirs?’’ And so on.

None of these reactions, however, has been as urgent, as pleading,

as detailed, as heart-warming and—let’s admit it!—as flattering as

the one that has just come from my friend F of Philadelphia, an ac-

knowledged Shakespeare scholar and the wife of a political science

professor.

F’s letter opens with these words: ‘‘Damn, why didn’t I write you

four days ago when the thoughts were racing around in my brain,

when I knew just what I wanted to say, before we spent three days

with an ex-Russian diplomat who thinks that what Russia needs now

is a strong man, who asked Al if Stalin would not be remembered as

Napoleon is, i.e., for all his good things and not for his ‘murders.’

Al tactfully ignored the fact that Napoleon’s ‘murders’ were not in

gulags, not of his own people, etc., and simply listed Nappie’s ac-

complishments, lasting, whereas Stalin has not contributed one

positive law, government, etc. Our gentle host could see this was one

point of view . . .’’ The relevant passages from the letter, dated June 6,

1994, are:

So, you see, all this has added layers and layers between the wonder-

ful ones I felt on reading your article, at which time I felt so strongly

that if you would like to be one smart man you would throw over-
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board all those other projects alluded to in the bio. at the beginning,

and you would bring to completion thiswonderful book.That strictly

political stuff is ephemeral, passing (go see the new Bertolucci film

Little Buddha, visually beautiful and a seductive way to learn—or,

for the learned like you, be reminded of—the beginnings of Bud-

dhism. One point it makes is the impermanence of everything, telling

us to look around at the hundreds of people we know or see with the

realization they will all be gone in a hundred years. I could almost see

the screen extending down to include the seated audience in front of

me, up to and including us. I found it a very calming thought . . .).

I have the thought that so will all the governments in their present

form, the institutions, even values, all will disappear. And that the

main contribution one can make to others is oneself—books like

Sterne’s Sentimental Journey, Rejwan’s Passage from Baghdad—

they are the way we learn what it’s all about down here . . .

Your first paragraphs reminded me of Walt Whitman’s ‘‘When I

Heard the Learned Astronomer’’:

When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns

before me,

When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add,

divide, and measure them,

When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured

with much applause in the lecture-room,

How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,

Till rising and gliding out I wandered off by myself,

In the mystical moist night air, and from time to time,

Looked up in perfect silence at the stars.

And all those who read those pages of yours will be reminded or

will realize that that’s what they should do.

These doubtless worthless few lines which can only poorly serve

you in that they kept you from what I propounded as your main task

are my attempt to connect . . .

Now, though I have always enjoyed Sterne’sThe Life and Opin-

ions of Tristram Shandy I had never read his Sentimental Journey,

and, what I find even more shocking, I don’t have it among the En-

glish classics I have stacked in various cupboards, most of them

unread, I hasten to add. Now I intend to read it—if only to find out
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why F has singled it for mention in the context, trusting as I do her

literary judgements.

Anyway, while in truth there was no lack of prodding and of en-

couragement concerning the completion of that memoir, F’s remarks

are so touching, so elegant, and so sincerely felt and expressed that

as of today I’ve decided to devote much more thought and time to

the completion of the work, knowing however that no work of this

kind can ever be complete. How can it be, with so much to include,

with the difficulty of picking and choosing, with a memory that’s no

longer entirely reliable, with only a few jottings from the past and

with such a sea of documentary material—letters, diaries, cuttings

from published articles and reviews, memoirs others wrote or spoke

about the same period of change and upheaval. How?

Be that as it may, this is how I reacted to F’s letter:

27 June 1994

Dear F:

Finally a whole letter—and what a letter! Well, I am flattered, and

promise to take your advice-admonition, i.e., throw overboard every-

thing—well, almost everything—and start putting the finishing

touches to that part of the story that ends with February 10, 1951,

when I and my late mother boarded that rickety plane at Baghdad

Airport to land four hours or so later in Lydda Airport.

But this is child’s play compared to another problem I now have

with these memoirs—with the title this time. A good friend of mine

says she is not happy with the title Passage from Baghdad, partly in

that, she says, it’s suggestive of something that I am the last person

in the world to want to impart. It makes your years in Baghdad, she

says, so rich in experience and so ‘‘formative’’ of your person—it

makes them sound too transitory, something that can be dismissed so

easily, passed by, passed over, passed up, as quite insignificant. And

I tended to agree—and the title now isThe Last Jews in Baghdad:

Remembering a Lost Homeland.

And speaking of difficulties, one of the difficulties I have with this

autobiographical work is the shape and scope of its sequel, which

is to cover the 15–16 years which follow that ‘‘exit.’’ The difficulty is

that I cannot seem to find a way in which the sequel can in any way

be similar to the first volume in either style or mood.

You see, almost as soon as I was able to find my way in this coun-
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try, however partially, my life and work became enmeshed in contro-

versy—hopelessly enmeshed in a hopeless and unwieldy controversy.

‘‘The expense of spirit’’—is that from Shakespeare?—that went into

those fights, the sacrifices, the material losses, the toil that it took just

to cope—that was what essentially comprises my autobiography since

1951. How to put all that in a readable, manageable form will be quite

a tricky business.

Apropos of this, a friend of mine—a fellow immigrant from

Iraq—said something the other day that set me brooding. The sub-

ject was the respective performances of the two of us in Israel. Our

two careers, he maintained, were diametrically different. ‘‘You, Nis-

sim,’’ he said, ‘‘had everything going for you, everything I wanted to

have—a standing, command of the language, talent, various publi-

cations to write for, some regularly; you became editor-in-chief of a

daily newspaper; you were fast becoming a celebrity. And then, at the

slightest provocation, you decided you didn’t want any of it—or at

least that’s the impression I had of the way you behaved.’’

And so on. And I must admit that, factually at least, that was

roughly what happened. Factually, I emphasize, because as far as

motive and aspiration and emotions are concerned I am not quite

sure—and that is what has been exercising my mind these past few

days. One of the things that come to mind is how a reasonable solu-

tion to this dilemma can affect in a meaningful sense the thrust of

my account of what happened to me and inside me these past four

decades.

One possible, though rather fanciful, explanation came to mind

the other day. Clive Fisher, George Orwell’s latest biographer, writes

at one point that Orwell ‘‘exemplified’’ what he, Fisher, calls ‘‘that

most enduring of British qualities—the fascination of defeat, . . .

the glamour of failure.’’ Fisher also speaks of ‘‘the British cult of

modesty.’’

Well, I couldn’t be considered ‘‘British’’ by any stretch of the

imagination—unless of course such ingrained qualities can be ac-

quired by a deep fascination with Orwell the person and an even

deeper identification with his general outlook.

Go figure.
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quests

Diary entries

21 June 1994

In a little less than six months I will be completing the 70th year of

my life. Seventy years, of which the first 27 were lived in Baghdad,

the remaining 43 in Israel, mostly in Jerusalem. In all honesty I can-

not say it has been an uneventful life, and some sort of stock-taking

has long been overdue, as friends never tire of telling me. Not that I

haven’t tried it myself. I’ve already sketched certain high points in my

life, even venturing into print with certain fragments.

It was, in fact, one of these that has led a good friend of mine to

volunteer the comment that provokes these reflections concerning

‘‘stock-taking.’’ Referring to his project for an autobiographical work

of his own (among other things, as professor of literature, he had

taken a special interest in the genre) he marveled at what he saw as a

contrast between our respective fortunes after immigrating to Israel

in 1951.

He had always pondered on this ‘‘contrast,’’ he confided to me

for the first time during our long acquaintance. ‘‘I,’’ he summed up,

‘‘worked my way in this country from the periphery into the center;

you, in sharp contrast, managed somehow to work your way from the

center to the periphery.’’

My friend didn’t actually use the word, but I suspect he was say-

ing that I virtually maneuvered myself out of the center and sideways

to the margins. To be sure, I had never formulated the matter in that

particular way or in those stark terms, although naturally I had given

the matter a good deal of thought throughout the years.

Now, in the perspective of over three decades, I am beginning to

wonder—and over the past few days I’ve become fairly convinced

that what I had done throughout my years in ‘‘the center’’ was invari-

ably if only partially consciously bound to ease me out from there and

back to the periphery. I say ‘‘back’’ because, now that I look back at

the whole matter with some measure of serenity, I had not only been

‘‘marginal’’ throughout—in childhood, in youth, in middle age; in

Baghdad, in Tel Aviv, in Jerusalem—but had felt perfectly at home

at ‘‘the margins.’’ There is, in fact, a very valid sense in which I did
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work my way ‘‘out of the center and sideways to the margins,’’ as my

friend had put it.

The way this singular feat was accomplished becomes clear, I

hope, as the story of my first fifteen years in Israel is told, however

inadequately, in what will comprise the second volume of my auto-

biography—for which, for a change, I had no difficulty in choosing

a title.

28 June 1994

Commenting on the acts of violence which swept some British cities

in 1981, social history professor Eric Hobsbawm was quoted byTime

magazine as saying that the phenomenon ‘‘might not seem altogether

unhealthy.’’ Hobsbawm had written extensively on what he calls ‘‘col-

lective bargaining by riots’’—social outbursts that were accepted

as a legitimate way of putting pressure on society for change. One

notable example was the countryside protests in 1688, led by Protes-

tant parliamentarians, which helped to eject Catholic King James II

in favour of Protestant William of Orange. Britain, Hobsbawm said,

remembers these ‘‘riots’’ as the Glorious Revolution.

When my truckload of immigrants arrived in Shaar Haaliyya near

Haifa, where newcomers were received, examined, supplied with the

necessary papers, and sent to their various destinations, I found good

examples of bargaining by riots—not quite the collective variety but

something strikingly similar. Greeting the newcomers were always

small crowds of fellow-immigrants who had preceded them by a

few days or weeks and had already acquired some knowledge of the

workings of the new bureaucracy. Some gathered there because they

had nothing more useful to do, some in the hope of finding relatives

or friends among the arrivals.

However, even on those rare occasions where no relative or ac-

quaintance or neighbour arrived, the waiting ones were always ready

to volunteer information and advice they thought were indispensable

for the newcomers. ‘‘You better know what is awaiting you here,’’

someone I hardly knew told me as soon as I descended from the

truck. ‘‘In a few days,’’ he continued, ‘‘after the medical checkups

and the army recruitments, they will call you to tell you where and

when you are going to be sent for temporary settlement. Since you do

not want to go to some godforsaken desert moshav or mabara, ask to
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be settled somewhere near the metropolis, where you probably have

relatives already settled there.’’ Here came a short list of the choice

mabarot then available: Ramat Hasharon, Pardess Katz, Zakiyya,

Khayriyya, Yahud, Petah Tikva, and so on. Unless, of course, you

have some special reason to want to be sent to Jerusalem or vicinity.

‘‘To be sure,’’ I was told further, ‘‘the official will want to send

you somewhere else—to the Galilee or the Negev or to some other

wilderness. Under no circumstances should you agree to go—and if

the son-of-a-bitch gets tough and insists there was no more room in

the place of your choice, the best way to persuade him will be for you

to get violent. You can seize a chair, the inkpot, any instrument you

can lay your hands on, and hurl it at him.This is the only language

these bastards understand around here!’’

‘‘Individual bargaining by blows’’—that is what it amounted to.

But I was too ‘‘civilized’’ for that, and I rather sided secretly with the

poor Jewish Agency official who, I decided, was only trying to make

ends meet in a situation I thought was extremely difficult to cope

with. It took me a few months to realize how callously and heart-

lessly Jewish Agency officials and others dealing with the affairs of

immigrants from Middle Eastern and North African lands were in

reality—and a few more years to see how effective and legitimate a

way for collective bargaining riots and blows could be.The instincts

of those newcomers in Shaar Haaliyya—and after them the organiz-

ers of the riots inWadi Salib in the late 1950s and the Black Panthers’

demonstrations in Jerusalem in the early 1970s—were immeasur-

ably healthier and much more effective than the understanding and

moderation I often advocated in private talks.

However, while I was fairly understanding—even sympathetic—

about the difficulties and hardships the new state faced coping with

such a flood of newcomers, I seem to have been rather severe where

‘‘culture’’ and intellectual attitudes were concerned. In fact, I found

the place and the people shockingly provincial, compared even to

the society and the cultural milieu I had left behind. I mentioned

this in a letter I wrote my Baghdadi friend Jacob a few short weeks

after our arrival. ‘‘There is much truth in what you say,’’ Jacob wrote

in a letter dated March 20, 1951, referring to my letter of the 17th,

‘‘about the cultural position and the Sabra [native-born Israeli] type.

I am surprised that you had no definite notion about it before. I my-

self remember hearing that the general atmosphere is, as you put

it, ‘anti-cultural.’ I gathered that from the leader of the Movement
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(Ha-Tenuah, the Zionist underground in Iraq, in which Jacob was

involved only as one of the many Jewish youngsters who attended

the movement’s clandestine Hebrew classes). People here have one

notion: Work.

‘‘There is not much hope in the Sabra, but there is hope in the

new immigrants. In time you will come to realize that, generally

speaking, the people here are not only uncivil and uncivilized, but

downright inhuman (this is being decried by newcomers from all

lands); it is as if to counteract the measure of social justice and

equality that is found in this country.’’

Now, over 50 long years after my plane landed at Lydda Airport, I
cannot help marveling at the amount of sheer chutzpa needed for me—
and for Jacob—to pass such harsh judgments on a country whose official
language I did not know and after a stay of only 37 days.

jerusalem 1951

My first glimpses of Jerusalem were at least as uninspiring as they were
disappointing. I arrived there one day in early May 1951, armed with the
documents needed for registration at the Hebrew University. It was late
in the afternoon, and the only personwith whom I had been in touch and
whose address I knewwas Jacob,whohad arrived in the citya fewmonths
before.

I had previously approached Jacob on the subject and asked for guid-
ance, now that he had spent one semester at the institution. In those days
almost the whole of the university was housed in Terra Sancta, and the
only decent—and free—place for the likes of us to meet was theYMCA,
opposite the King David Hotel and not far fromTerra Sancta. Like many
other new immigrant students, Jacob was a member of what I think was
called the YMCA club, a status that enabled him to use the swimming
pool and the showers—in addition to the library and its spacious read-
ing room, where one could read, do some homework, and drowse on a
classes-free afternoon. I made my way by foot from the Central Bus Sta-
tion, then situated in the very center of town, had a long chat with Jacob
in the halls of the building, went with him to the ‘‘mensa’’ where wewere
served some sort of supper, and then headed for the students’ dormitory
in Musrara, hardly a block from the border, where he put me up for the
night.
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A friend inBaghdadhad askedme to inquire about relatives of hiswho
lived ‘‘in Jerusalem.’’ It did not take much effort to find the place; they
lived somewhere in the complex generally known as Mahane Yehuda. I
duly paid them a visit, having promised my friend to report to him via a
London address he gave me—and what I saw taught me a great deal of
what I eventually was to learn from my readings and in my anthropology
classes at Tel Aviv University.

To put it simply, these Jews, whose parents and grandparents had
trudged their way from Baghdad to the Holy City some three decades
previously, led exactly the same kind of life they had in their hometown.
None of the far-reaching, radical changes that their former neighbors and
fellow Jews had undergone in the course of those long years appeared
to have affected them in the least. What was even more striking, none
of the habits, mores, and innovations that characterized their immediate
surroundings were noticeable in their behavior and way of life.This was
so much the case, indeed, that on that occasion and in years to come, I
often found that I was hardly able to communicatewith them, so great the
gap between us had become, owing to the process of modernization that
Iraqi Jewswent through in their native land and that, for some reason that
seemed to me mysterious at the time, had somehow bypassed them.

Years later, when taking courses in sociology and anthropology, I was
to come back to this same theme in a paper I wrote under the title ‘‘Cul-
tural Stagnation and the Workings of the Self-Fulfilling Prophecy’’ and
for which my lecturer gave me a grade of AA. I quote it here because it
represented my very first attempt at a ‘‘scholarly’’ approach to a problem
that I thought I could be of help with.

I opened my paper with references to Robert Merton’s book Social
TheoryandSocialStructure, inwhichhedevotes a chapter towhathecalls
the self-fulfilling prophecy. The thesis elaborated by Merton, as he him-
self states, is not a newone, and is certainly older thanmodern sociology.
In various forms, we find it in the work of at least two older sociologists.
Max Weber had already pointed out that an essential element of the in-
terpretation of human action was the effort to seize upon the subjectively
intended meaning of the participants in it. A little later, in their classic
study of the Polish peasant in America and Europe, W. I. Thomas and
Florian Znaniecki advanced the thesis that in our studyofman it is essen-
tial to find out how men define situations in which they find themselves,
because ifmendefinesituationsas real, theyare real in theirconsequences.

Since the time of Thomas and Znaniecki, I added, the idea of the self-
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fulfillingprophecyhadbecomeoneof theaxiomsof sociological research.
One of the latest statements of the thesis was to be found in R. Dewey
and W. J. Humber, An Introduction to Social Psychology, in which they
formulate the hypothesis as a sort of vicious circle—the prejudices and
discriminatoryattitudes of thedominant groups result in restricted socio-
economic life chances formembers of the disadvantagedminority group,
and resentment of these burdens in turn leads to the development by the
minority group of traits and attitudes that provide the dominant groups
with bases for rationalizing their habitual prejudices . . . The operation
of the vicious circle reveals itself in the life experiences of disadvantaged
individuals and groups, very few of whom are able to avoid the conse-
quences of this circular process.

Now, my own feeling is that this concept of a circular process, which
I thought was of the highest relevance to the Israeli situation, can help us
understand another phenomenon towhich I once gavemuch thought and
which I shall call cultural stagnation, but whichmay be given other, more
‘‘sociological’’ descriptions. I first noticed this phenomenon shortly after
I arrived in Israel early in 1951, as an immigrant from Iraq.

This occurred when I had to visit friends who had come to Israel
shortly before I did and who, in the meantime, had managed to rent a
room or two in an old house in theMahaneYehuda quarter in Jerusalem.
I spent the night with my friends, and in the morning had my first real
look at the quarter, the marketplace, and the people of Mahane Yehuda.
As is well known, Mahane Yehuda is inhabited mainly by Oriental Jews,
manyof them hailing fromBaghdad andAleppo. In the late 1910s and the
early 1920s there was a small-scale immigration of Jews from Baghdad,
mostly, it appears, from lower-middle-class and poor families. Now the
point about these Jews was that they came from roughly the same socio-
economic milieu as my own family did—lower-middle-class people who
used to inhabit the poorer quarters of Baghdad, which, in those days,
were a bunch of damp, drab, overcrowded, dirty, and disease-infested
slums that, for the most part, lacked running water.

The way these Baghdadi Jews lived in Mahane Yehuda in the early
1950s, their behavior, their level of education, even their norms—all these
struckme as being vastly different from theway of life, the behavior, edu-
cational level, etc. not only of myself, my family, and my social circle,
but also of the whole socioeconomic milieu from which they themselves
originally hailed. In other words, assuming that parts of the same family
separated sometime in the 1920s, some staying in Baghdad and others



18 outsider in the promised land

moving to Jerusalem and Mahane Yehuda, what we find in the 1950s are
two or more families belonging to, not two different cultures, but cer-
tainly twodifferent ‘‘phases’’ of cultural development, acculturation, or, if
you like,Westernization. And the question iswhat had happened in those
three or four decades, socioculturally speaking, to these two parts of the
same family. More concretely and personally, I kept asking myself what,
approximately, would have happened to me had my own family decided
sometime in the early 1920s topackup and immigrate toEretz Israel,most
probably landing in Mahane Yehuda or the Hatikva quarter in Tel Aviv
(which strongly resembled Mahane Yehuda).

It is impossible to give here an adequate idea of the manifestations of
cultural stagnation that I thought I spotted in these people, but a few in-
stances will do.While, for example, the Jewswho had continued living in
Baghdadhadgraduallyadopted theuseof knives and forks, cookedEuro-
pean dishes, worn European clothes, listened toWestern music, learned
one or more foreign languages, and entered into modern marriages, the
same generation of Baghdadi Jews who lived in Mahane Yehuda in 1951
cooked dishes that we had almost forgotten about; they spoke the same
vernacular of Judeo-Arabic as they did forty years previously, whereas
ours was replete with words from Arabic and other languages; their mar-
riages were made in the old fashion; the young among them knew no for-
eign languages; and their educational level struck one as shockingly low.
In short, they were in a state of obvious cultural stagnation.

Thesewere my first glimpses of the phenomenon.With the passage of
years, two more related phenomena began to intrigue me.

First, as I came toknowabout theMeahShaarimquarterand thegroup
called Neturei Karta (Aramaic for ‘‘Guardians of the City’’), I wanted to
find out whether the same kind of process was operating there as the one
I have just described. And in fact, the Neturei Karta did show signs of
stagnation. Moreover, this whole business made, and makes, mewonder
sometimes whether a similar process of stagnation has been operating
to varying degrees on all communal, cultural, and perhaps ideological
groups in this country. (To take one example: the tenacity with which the
old Eastern European Zionist establishment holds on to ways and con-
cepts that to many younger people seem simply incomprehensible.)

Second, during my visits abroad, when I had a chance to meet people
from my own generation of Baghdadi Jews—and also when they came
here in the 1960s direct from Baghdad—I often find myself wondering
howdifferent I have become from these people.Whether, in other words,
the same process of stagnation and fossilization apparent in the Baghdadi
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emigrants of the 1920s is operating on the 140,000 Jews who immigrated
into Israel from Iraq in 1951–1952?

I concluded the paper in the form of a plainly rhetorical question: ‘‘As-
suming,’’ I asked, ‘‘that this process is at work, in what way has it origi-
nated, been helped or accelerated by what Merton calls the self-fulfilling
prophecy and what Dewey and Humber term the vicious circle?’’



Chapter 2 Probings

a passion for certainties

One historian of ideas has called it ‘‘that unquench-
able and irresistible thirst of the soul that demands

an explanation of the world in which it finds itself. Akin to such aspira-
tion,’’ he adds, ‘‘is that of the historian, who also seeks law and order in
the universe. History, like science, like religion, is a constant search for
such law, which yet always just eludes the grasp’’ (Charles Singer, A Short
History of Scientific Ideas).

It was in my fourth year of schooling, in the course of a history class,
and our teacher was relating how the Prophet Muhammad died and how
his successor was chosen.The story was fascinating, and I was listening
with a good deal of concentration.The account, however, was occasion-
ally marred by what I thought were annoying remarks and phrases, such
as ‘‘It is said . . .’’ ‘‘Certain sources have it that . . .’’ and ‘‘On this point
reports tend to conflict with each other.’’ To my young and apparently
far too orderly mind, this was incomprehensible, and I finally raised my
hand and asked for permission to speak. ‘‘You say, O Master,’’ I began,
in a tone of protest and frustration, ‘‘that the episode you related was ‘re-
ported’ byone sourcebut deniedbyanother.Does thismeanwe cannever
be certain that it did take place? And how come we don’t know exactly
what had happened? Isn’t everything duly recorded and known?’’

I don’t quite recall what the teacher’s exact answer was, but I have
since learned that my protest at that early age was symptomatic of a tem-
perament and a frame of mind that were to characterize my general ap-
proach and my attitudes to things all my life. This search for certainties
and the conviction that they are available and accessible were, I believe,
the sources of a general predilection for definitions. This predisposi-
tion, which has plagued me both as a private person and as a sometimes-
committed intellectual, amounted to a passion, and it caused me a great
deal of trouble and embarrassment at various stages of my life.

I remember, for instance, that in my fervent, if short-lived, Marxist
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days, I once pressed my friend and mentor Abdallah Masood—a Shii
Muslimwhose loyalties seemed tome tobe equallydividedbetween inter-
nationalism and his underprivileged community—on thevexed question
of how it was possible for Comrade Stalin to be regarded as the num-
ber one man in the Soviet Union and in world communism. After all, he
was only general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union,
whereas the prime minister and even the president of the USSR seemed
to enjoy far less authority, power, and prestige. A true believer and quite
devoid of a sense of humor when it came to ideological and party busi-
ness, Masood took me to task severely for entertaining such forbidden
thoughts—although, of course, he failed to provide anything like a satis-
factory explanation.

But it was in Israel that my passion for exact definitions was to land
me in the most trouble. It came soon after my first encounter with what
I still perceive to be a general Israeli-Zionist aversion to definitions and
clear thinking.Aftera relatively short periodof time in Israel, I discovered
that definitions of any kindwere almost anathema to the establishment—
especially when they had to dowith such crucial subjects as Jews, Arabs,
Judaism, Zionism, ethnicity, and similar explosive topics. At one point
early in 1965, some high-ranking government official made one typically
mindless remark that so incensed me that I found I had to do something
about it. Which I did in the form of a Marginal Column, printed in the
Jerusalem Post on January 21 under the headline ‘‘Semantic Niceties.’’ It
reads in full:

There is a tendency among official spokesmen generally, and Israeli

spokesmen in particular, to seize on any argument which sounds even re-

motely suitable to a given purpose.This is understandable in many cases

—andmayevenwork. But like anything else it can be overdone. Speaking

recentlyofArabattempts toestablisha ‘‘PalestineEntity’’Mr.AryeLevavi,

director-general of theministry of foreign affairs, asserted that the project

was nomore than an artificial attempt to investArab enmity towards Israel

with the attributes of a people’s struggle for its homeland.This claim has

no foundation, Mr. Levavi is reported to have added. There had never

been a ‘‘Palestine People,’’ and never under the BritishMandate hadArab

nationalists spoken of such an entity as ‘‘Palestine.’’ Palestine, he recalled,

was then termed ‘‘Southern Syria.’’

One wonders where our foreign ministry gets its historical facts. The

term Southern Syria was out of circulation in Arab nationalist circles al-

most as soon as themandatewas put into effect. Instead, ‘‘theArab people

of Palestine’’ became the accepted way of describing the inhabitants of
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mandatory Palestine. Besides, there are signs that the growth of a separate

national identity among these people has continued and even become in-

tensified.This is one of the most interesting developments in the Middle

East in recent years, and it seems to be true alike of the refugees and of

those who have managed to stay where they were before 1948. This is in

many ways paradoxical, for it comes at a time when the general trend in

theArabworld is away from local nationalisms and towards Pan-Arabism.

At a timewhen theArabs of Syria, Iraq, Egypt, andYemenprofess a belief

in one great Pan-Arab entity, it is certainly curious to find one group of

Arabs clinging desperately to a national identity which they never really

had in the political sense.

It does, however, seem that there are good reasons for thegrowthof this

paradox. Some time ago the Beirut literary monthly Al-Adab published

a remarkable story by Samira Azzam, a gifted short story writer hailing

from Jaffa who now lives in Lebanon. The story, entitled ‘‘Palestinian,’’

tells of the misfortunes of a refugee from the Galilee village of Rama who,

though nowa fairly well-established grocer in Beirut, is unhappy because

he is never allowed to forget that he is a Palestinian. In fact, ‘‘Palestinian’’

is his only known name, a fate which he resents intensely, and he makes

desperate but unsuccessful attempts to escape by getting naturalized as

a Lebanese. When an opportunity finally presents itself of acquiring an

identity card, he decides to take it though it cost him a fortune—only to

find that the card was forged.

In other words, the Palestinian identity of the ex-Palestinians is partly

imposed on them by the outside world and partly by a combination of

outside pressures and frustrations. The situation is reminiscent of Jean-

Paul Sartre’s statement of the dilemma of the modern Jew: what makes

the Jew a Jew is not so much his own decision as the opinion of outsiders.

ThePalestinian,whether he is inBeirut, Baghdad,Haifa,Nazareth,Gaza,

or Ramallah, cannot escape his Palestinian identity, even if he chooses

to do so.Thus ‘‘the Palestinian People’’ now exist, if for no better reason

than that the outside world—in this case other Arabs—has decided that

they do.

There are other reasons for hoping that Mr. Levavi’s argument is not

going to be the basis of Israel’s case against Arab attempts to create a ‘‘Pal-

estinian Entity.’’ As a historical argument it does not hold water. Nor is it

going to convincemany people. It cannot possibly convince the emerging

nations of Africa and Asia, many of whom have had no definable national

identity until amere decade or so ago. It is not going to convince theArabs

of Palestine, to whom semantic niceties may sound rather irrelevant.



probings 23

Finally, one has the feeling that it cannot convince even the Israelis.

At least, it fails to convince this one, who, after 14 years in Israel, is still

daily plagued by such unanswered questions as to what is a Jew, what is

an Israeli, and who, precisely, is a Zionist.

exodus tale incomplete

Wherewhat Iwould callmy incurable passion for certaintieswas to prove
something of an impediment was in the case of the article I promised
to the editors of the American Jewish monthly Commentary but never
wrote. Sometime in the summer of 1951, shortly after settling in the Tal-
piot mabara and after securing a post office box, I wrote to the editor of
Commentary, which was published by the American Jewish Committee
andwhich I had become familiar with in Baghdad back in themid-1940s,
asking if he would be interested in an article setting out the story of the
exodus of the Jews of Iraq.The answer came promptly, signed byNathan
Glazer, then associate editor. It was dated September 26, 1951, and reads
in part:

We read your letter of September 16 with interest, and we agree

with you that we should get an article on Iraqi Jewry. I would like to

suggest, however, that you concentrate as much as possible on an ac-

count of the life of Iraqi Jewry before its dissolution under pressure,

and perhaps it would be possible for you to do this by introducing a

certain amount of personal experience. For example, to what extent

were Iraqi Jews educated? Prosperous? Westernized? Integrated into

the life of Iraq? Perhaps the most important theme you could take up

is an explanation of why the Jews of Iraq were eventually forced to

leave the country while, for example, the Jews of Egypt managed to

weather the storm.Was there enmity between the Iraqi Jews and the

general population and if so, which class?

In short, we would like to propose that you try a portrait of a large

Middle Eastern community whose experiences might throw light

on the future of the Jews of Egypt and North Africa. The other side

of the story—how the Iraqi Jews were brought to Israel, and their

future there—could be handled, I think, much more briefly, since

that subject will be treated in the near future in articles on Israel we

plan to run.We look forward to seeing what you write on the subject.

sincerely yours . . .
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I duly sat down to write the piece—alternating between the British
Council Library at Terra Sancta and the YMCA reading room, the only
two places where it was possible to get a chair and a desk. Not yet having
purchased a typewriter, I wrote in longhand, some sixteen packed pages
in which I tried to sketch the events that had led to the exodus, start-
ing with the farhud of June 1941, which marked the end of Rashid Ali’s
revolt and the short ‘‘war’’ with the British, and ending with the promul-
gation nine years later of the lawallowing Jews to emigrate, provided they
surrendered their Iraqi nationality.

All went well until I set out to record the background—the events
following the signing of the Portsmouth Agreement with Britain, made
public in December 1947, the involvement of the predominantly Jewish
‘‘Anti-Zionist League’’ (Usbat Mukafahat al-Suhioniyya), rumors about
the participation of members of the Zionist underground in violent dem-
onstrations as an act of provocation.

The account gradually became too involved and too long—and the
implications (the active involvement of the Zionist underground, first in
provoking the authorities, which resulted in harsh measures against the
movement, and later in trying to accelerate the exodus, reportedly by
throwing bombs in the synagogue where Jews were registering for emi-
gration and in a Jewish cafe on the Tigris, acts of terror that resulted in
tens of thousands of Jews rushing to surrender their Iraqi citizenship)
were too sweeping and too damning for the kind of article I wanted to
write. It was certainly not the sort of article Glazer had in mind. I wrote
Glazer to that effect, apologizing for not being able to furnish the account
he wanted.

Scanning the now battered manuscript, I think the most interesting
facts I stressed therewere the numbers of Jews registering for emigration
in the early days of the law.These were as follows:

table 1

Baghdad Basra

May �, ���� ��� �

May �, ���� �,��	 �

May 
, ���� 	,�
� ���

May �, ���� 	,�	� ��	

May ��, ���� 	,��� ��	

May ��, ���� �,��� �

Total ��,�
� �,		�
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After these 13,000 registered, reports started to come from the new
arrivals to their relatives, warning them against following in their foot-
steps—and a general lull prevailed.Then came the bombings.The bomb
in the synagogue exploded on January 14, 1951, andwas soon followed by
another in the coffee shop. By March 9 of the same year, the day the law
ended, 103,866 Jews were registered for emigration.

The real reason formy failure tofinishandsend that report toCommen-
tary was, of course, that I did not want to be rash with my conclusions. I
wantedfirst to learnmore—notonlyaboutwhat actuallyhappened in Iraq
that led to the mass exodus of its ancient and prosperous Jewish commu-
nity, but also about the outside forces that were obviously at work there.
These included, first and foremost, the local Zionist underground—gen-
erally known as theTenuah, theMovement—and the emissaries of Aliya
Beth (clandestine immigration) andother sectorsof theZionistmovement
in Palestine and later in Israel.

To do this in a way that would satisfy me and convince others, rather
thanmerelyadd to theheat andbitterness of the argument, I hadof course
to consult the views of ‘‘the other side,’’ the Jewish quarters and groups
not officially associated with the Zionist establishment. During the first
years of the new state, such groups and institutions were still influen-
tial in their own way.Commentary and its sponsor, the American Jewish
Committee, were deemed non-Zionist, and often openly criticized Israel.
Ultra-Orthodox Jewish groups were even more critical, some ideologi-
cally opposed to the establishment of a state for the Jews in our time—or
at any time for thatmatter, since for suchaneventweare supposed to await
the coming of the Messiah. Few of these latter positions, however, were
expounded persuasively in a reasoned, authoritative, and nonpolemical
manner, especially inEnglish, the language onwhich I still had to depend
for my information.

opening shots

When I arrived in Israel, one of the first things I did was to arrange for a
post office box and send notifications of change of address, or subscrip-
tion renewals, to my then favorite periodicals—Partisan Review, Hori-
zon, the New Yorker, Commentary, and the New Statesman, while Elie in
London sent me his copy of the Times Literary Supplement, the Cam-
bridge Journal, and a fewother sources of intellectual nourishment.With
so much time on my hands, I also used to spend days on end at the well-
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stocked and efficiently run British Council library, which was housed in
Terra Sancta in a roomadjoining the reading roomof theHebrewUniver-
sity library. The YMCA library too was also fairly well stocked, and the
librarianused to giveme special and courteous service, partly because, on
my arrival in Jerusalem, I had brought him regards and goodwishes from
Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, his friend and fellowOrthodoxChristian fromBeth-
lehem. Jabra had fled to Baghdad in 1947 and gotten a post as teacher of
English literature at the Baghdad College of Arts; I had become friendly
with him throughmy work for Al-Rabita Bookshop, my contributions to
the Iraq Times, and my circle of local literati and dilettantes.

It was with this kind of intellectual and literary bent that I came to
Israel. While I was studying Islamic civilization and Arabic literature at
HebrewUniversity, I needed a job or some other source of income—and
here, too, Elie proved instrumental, though at second remove.

While studying at the London School of Economics, Elie had met
Yohanan Ramati, a young London Jew whowas taking the same courses
andwhowas thengoingoutwith (orwas engaged to) a fellowstudent from
Israel. This was Datya, daughter of Israel’s first finance minister, Eliezer
Kaplan. In 1951, the two were married and living in a nice apartment in
Katamon. Yohanan was then a civil servant, Datya had a job at the Bank
of Israel, and they had connections in influential places.

Ramati had worked for a brief spell for the Jerusalem Post, and when
I approached him, he gave me a recommendation to the manager of that
paper. Since it was then virtually unheard of in Israel for a person whose
mother tonguewas not English to know the languagewell enough towork
for that paper in an editorial capacity, the onlywork Iwasdeemedcapable
of doing was proofreading—if that. And so I was given a chance, tested,
and admitted—and actually started working there in July 1951, when still
attending the morning Hebrew ulpan in Rehov Hillel.

What with the sordid physical conditions in which I was living, the
ulpan, and the start in November of a new semester at the university, I
had quite a hard time of it. The plight of Iraqi Jewry, the overwhelming
majority of whom had by then arrived in Israel; the public debate raging
about the mass immigration from the countries of the Middle East and
North Africa; the incredibly stupid and utterly illiterate and prejudiced
things that were being said; and the absence of serious challengers and
spokesmen—all these had the effect of slowly making me perceive what
I had stubbornly refused to see; namely, that there indeed existed a basic
prejudice against these Jews and that this prejudice was inevitably being
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translated into discrimination, active and passive, against them.The im-
pact of this discovery was quite shattering, especially since I had started
with an extremely optimistic, open-minded, and rather understanding
attitude to the great difficulties facing a young state trying to grapple
with mass immigration, the treatment of immigrants, and the hardships
they faced.

During this time, all the writing I did was in the form of personal let-
ters, school papers, and copious notesmade in the course of the longdays
I spent in libraries. For one reason or other, I made no attempt to contrib-
ute to the pages of the Jerusalem Post.However, when the literary editor,
Dr. EugeneMeyer, asked me towrite a review of Majid Khadduri’s Inde-
pendent Iraq, which he had borrowed from a colleague, I complied, and
my review was printed in the issue dated August 8, 1952.

Sometime toward the end of 1952, theYMCA librarian suggested that
I speak to his club, adding that I could choose a book as a subject.He then
suggested one of his new acquisitions, a slim volume by various hands—
Arthur Koestler, Stephen Spender, Raymond Aron, and other leading
lights of the day—with the title America and the Mind of Europe. I duly
wrote a substantial review and read it before the readers’ club. It was well
received, and a few weeks later I submitted it toMeyer for consideration.
He printed it as it was, although as a matter of fact it had been written
for a different audience and was more a survey of the book than a proper
book review (whatever that is). The review ‘‘adorned’’ the book page of
Friday, January 30, 1953—but already on the previous day, having read
the piece in page proof, Agron had sent me the following note:

I have read with much pleasure and interest your review-cum-

summary of America and the Mind of Europe in this week’s book

page.

This is not a criticism of an excellent summary but a suggestion

which the Literary Editor will have made long before this. The sug-

gestion is that a ‘‘proper’’ review tells more about the book in fewer

words; in other words, such notices should be shorter. In my own

opinion, the shorter the writing, the more disciplined it is, which

means that there is more meaty reaction and fewer quotations.

But I do congratulate you on the readability of the whole thing.

I replied to this obviously loaded note with a remark about how there
were ‘‘hundreds of ways to write a book review’’ and why I thought the
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one in which I had chosen to write mine legitimately belonged to these.
Be that as it may, the review came out under a title chosen by the literary
editor—‘‘An Atlantic Dialogue’’—and I insert here an excerpt:

There is a sense in which it would be true to say that therewere two Euro-

pean discoveries of America.Themerchant and the politician have credit

for the historic first discovery, whereas the second is a process rather than

a single operation.This process has, in the last 50 years or so, undergone

many fluctuations and setbacks. Not only did the European intellectual

show total indifference to the American phenomenon, but also some of

the best creative minds in America itself felt so estranged there that they

spent most of their lives and wrote much of their work in Europe. Henry

James,T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and Gertrude Stein are the first names to

come to mind.

Melvin J. Lasky, an American who has been watching the European

scene closely for a number of years, contributes an essay on literature and

the arts. He holds that the creation of a common European-American

spiritual community is the primary life-preserving task of Western cul-

ture.He appeals for the discarding of ‘‘the old, tortured formula,’’ onboth

sides: ‘‘The Jeffersonian version: America is young, vigorous, progres-

sive; Europe is old, tired, decadent.The Jamesian version:America is raw,

innocent, susceptible; Europe is dark, engaging, profound. The Roose-

veltian version: America is practical, experimental, promising; Europe is

helpless, reactionary, tragic.’’

Lasky’s essayconcludeswith a highly pertinent admonition: ‘‘If a truce

shouldeverbecalled,possibly thenwecan remindourselves, asEliot once

said, that it may still be the destinyof theAmerican to become aEuropean

in a way that no European ever could become.’’

invoking orwell, tolstoy

What with my ulpan classes and the few distractions available, I was not
able to do any ‘‘real work.’’ Nevertheless, I managed to obtain two inter-
estingnewbooks—oneof themsent tomebyElie,whowas alwaysworry-
ing about the dearth of reading material available to me at that time—
and decided to try my hand at what by then I thought I was fairly good
at doing—book reviews.The result was these two pieces, which for one
reason or other never made it to print. Not surprisingly, the first dealt
with George Orwell, who at the timewas one of my few culture heroes; I
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had firstmade his acquaintance in themid-1940s in hisweekly column, ‘‘I
Write as I Please,’’ in the London weeklyTribune. It was a slim pamphlet
of forty pages, written by Tom Hopkinson and published by Longman
for the British Council. I wrote:

Mixing literary criticism with personal impressions is a dangerous thing.

TomHopkinson’s second sentence reads: ‘‘Orwell had little imagination,

little understanding of human relationships, little sympathy with indi-

vidual human beings—though much with humanity in general.’’

WhichOrwell, theman or thewriter? If thewriter, we findno evidence

in his books to bear out the claim; if theman, why not specify? A few lines

further we are told that writing was so deeply a part of Orwell’s nature

that ‘‘qualities are manifest in his work which did not reveal themselves

in his life.’’ The more the pity that Mr. Hopkinson chose unfairly to take

advantage of this ambiguity.

After giving a partial list of Orwell’s weaknesses, Hopkinson proceeds

to inform us that his subject’s strength and weakness relate to a single

cause: he was ‘‘without historical perspective.’’ The author of 1984, it is

maintained, saw the world of his day with peculiar intensity because ‘‘he

saw very little of its past and regarded the future as simply a continuation

and extension of the particular present which he knew.’’ This preoccupa-

tion with the present is said to have prevented Orwell’s seeing not only

the past and future, but also the present as it really is.

At a first glance this sounds very pertinent. A man lacking historical

perspective tends to exaggerate his immediate situation and become ob-

sessedwith the evil surroundinghim.Yet, itmaywell be asked,what is this

historical perspective supposed to be? Is it an innate quality of mind or is

it something that can be acquired?Can youhave it at all times andwithout

reference to the particular historical phase you are passing through?

Orwell was born in 1903. For those who reached their maturity in the

years between the twoworld wars, historical perspective could have pro-

vided little solace. For how could it have helped make their world less

unintelligible and perplexing? How could it have explained the subtle

perversity of the Moscow trials, the general failure of nerve that made

possible Franco and Munich, the Soviet-German pact, and the partition

of Poland—culminating in the supreme tragedy of Europe’s attempt at a

‘‘final solution’’ of its Jewish Question?

If ‘‘historical perspective’’ can be of use in explaining away such phe-

nomena, then it can indeed be very dangerous and objectionable. It can

deprive men of their sense of right and wrong, and can be made to justify
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any crime however gross, only provided that it involves whole groups of

human beings and thereby takes on ‘‘historical’’ proportions.

Another book that camemywaywas Isaiah Berlin’sThe Hedgehog and
the Fox: An Essay onTolstoy’sView of History. I don’t think the reviewwas
ever published, and I give it here:

The question most likely to spring to mind on reading this slim volume

is: Can history be of any appreciable use as a guide for understanding the

present—or, for thatmatter, the past itself ?Has history anymeaning, any

significance or message?

The answer, of course, depends on our idea of the forces at play in his-

tory, the power—if such it is—which moves the destinies of peoples and

civilizations.

The nature of history has always puzzled thinkers. The problem was

thus formulated by Henri Frédéric Amiel when he wrote:

At first sight history seems to us accident and confusion; looked at for

the second time, it seems to us logical and necessary; looked at for the

third time, it appears to us a mixture of necessity and liberty; on the

fourth examination we scarcely know what to think of it, for if force is

the source of right, and chance the origin of force, we come back to

our first explanation, only with a heavier heart than when we began.

(Translated by Mary A.Ward)

This is a far-reaching conclusion. Once you subscribe to the theory

that history is nothing but accident and confusion—especially if you do

sowith a heavy heart—you are only one step from themystical, determin-

istic, tragic, or otherwise fatalistic view of history.

Itwas at somesuchexplanation thatCountLevMikolaevichTolstoyar-

rived. An absorbed and life-long interest in history led him to a ‘‘violently

unhistorical and indeed anti-historical rejection of all efforts to explain or

justify human action or character in terms of social or individual growth,

or ‘roots’ in the past.’’

Finding in this a paradoxwhich ‘‘surelydeserves attention’’ IsaiahBer-

lin comes to the conclusion that, both in his preoccupation with history

and in his interpretation of it, Tolstoy was trying to be something which

he in fact was not, something which in fact contradicts Tolstoy’s own na-

ture. For the author ofWar and Peace, Berlin tells us, was a ‘‘fox,’’ indeed

an arch-fox, and what he was pretending to be was a ‘‘hedgehog.’’
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The fox-hedgehog opposition comes from the Greek poet Archilo-

chus, a line of whose poetry reads: ‘‘The fox knows many things, but

the hedgehog knows one big thing.’’ Applying the epigram to writers

and thinkers, Berlin makes this seemingly innocuous statement yield a

sense in which it describes one of the deepest differences which divide

them.

The fox, curious, sceptical, pursuing many ends, reveling in life’s in-

exhaustible diversity and plurality; the hedgehog, dedicated, obstinate,

relating everything to a central vision, and reducing life’s great variety to a

single systemorprinciple.Thus, according toBerlin,Plato,Dante,Hegel,

Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche are obviously hedgehogs; Aristotle, Shake-

speare, Goethe, Pushkin, and Balzac are foxes.

The problem whichTolstoy poses—at least to Berlin—is that he can-

not be fitted into either of these categories. We do not know whether he

was ‘‘a monist or a pluralist, whether his vision was of one or of many . . .’’

Through a careful examination of Tolstoy’s philosophy of history em-

bodied inWarand Peace and from a consideration of the influence on him

of the ideas of the French thinker Count Joseph deMaistre, the author of

The Hedgehog and the Fox decides that Tolstoy was by nature a fox, but

thathebelieved inbeingahedgehog.Berlindetects adiscrepancybetween

Tolstoy the man and Tolstoy the artist-thinker, and claims that Tolstoy’s

view of history—and the impact of that view on his beliefs and attitudes

and presumably also on his art—was in conflict with his own nature as a

man ‘‘compounded of heterogenous elements.’’

It is not quite clear whether Berlin is implying that the contradiction

renders Tolstoy a lesser artist, a lesser thinker, a lesser ‘‘philosopher of

history’’—or perhaps all these combined. Yet it is quite obvious that an

artist trying to be something other than what he actually is cannot pos-

sibly produce the best work he is capable of. Berlin quotes Flaubert on

War and Peace: ‘‘Il se repete! et il philosophise! ’’ He also quotes a contem-

porary Russian source as reporting that literary specialists ‘‘find that the

intellectual element of the novel is very weak, the philosophy of history

trivial and superficial . . . but apart from this the artistic gift of the author

is beyond dispute.’’

Tolstoy is furtherconvictedonachargeofwillful falsificationof histori-

cal detail, ‘‘falsification perpetrated, it seems, in the interests not somuch

of an artistic as of an ‘ideological’ purpose.’’ The ‘‘ideological’’ content

ofWar and Peace, embodied mainly in the long Epilogue, is said to have

been either ignored by later critics or put down to a combination of ‘‘the

well-knownRussian tendency to preach’’ and the ‘‘half-baked infatuation



32 outsider in the promised land

withgeneral ideas characteristic of young intellectuals in countries remote

from the centres of civilization.’’

Tolstoy’s view of history seems to amount to a rejection of its validity

and effectiveness as a guide to the actual happenings of the past, the

present, or the future. At first hewas passionately interested in it, thinking

that ‘‘onlyhistory, only the sumof the concrete events in time and space . . .

of the actual experience of actual men andwomen in their relations to one

another and to an actual . . . environment—this alone contained the truth,

the material from which genuine answers . . . might be constructed.’’ He

set out to discover the forces thatmove historyand the laws governing that

movement, and arrived, with his hero Pierre, at seeing only a succession

of accidents ‘‘whose origins and consequences are . . . untraceable and

unpredictable; only loosely strung groups of events forming an ever vary-

ing pattern, following no discernable order.’’ Fromwhich it followed that

it is a great illusion to think that individuals can, by their own resources,

understand and control the course of events.

The Hedgehog and the Fox is sowell-documented and contains so great

awealthof supportingevidence for its argument thatnoreasonabledoubts

can be entertained as to the validity of its scholarship . . . The arbitrary

division of writers into the two categories of hedgehogs and foxes, how-

ever, would seem even looser than Berlin is prepared to admit.There are

so many borderline cases that the whole theory tends to crumble.To cite

one example, Proust is claimed by the author to be a hedgehog; but there

is an equally valid case for considering him a fox, indeed an arch-fox.

But perhaps the book should be read as an oblique comment on a

modern phenomenon—that of conversion. Conversion has been wide-

spreadamongpresent-daywriters in theWest.There is littledoubt that for

Isaiah Berlin a whole procession of contemporary writers, ranging from

T.S.Eliot toChristopher Isherwood and including suchnames asAldous

Huxley,Auden,Greene,Waugh,Malraux, andCamus, provides good ex-

amples of the apparently damaging attempt to attain the metamorphosis

from fox to hedgehog.

operation ezra and nehemiah

It was shortly after the publication of my reviewof America and the Mind
of Europe that David Grossman (Vital), whowas then on the paper’s edi-
torial staff andwas asked to prepare a special Pessah supplement devoted
to the subject of immigration and the absorptionof immigrants,was look-
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ing for someone, preferably an immigrant, to contribute an article on the
Iraqi aliya (ascent, theword chosen to define the immigration of the Jews
of Iraq to Israel), which had also been dubbedOperationEzra andNehe-
miah, invoking the biblical story of the exodus of Jews to Babylon in the
early sixth century BCE. His choice fell on me, and despite the mixed
feelings I recall having, I accepted the assignment readily. I consider the
piece to be of special value, representingmyfirst attempt to plead the case
of my fellow Iraqi Jews before the general Israeli public.The article—for
which the editor chose the heading ‘‘Operation Ezra and Nehemiah: At-
tempt to Maintain Living Standard, Attain Genuine Absorption’’—was
outspoken. The gist of it was that not enough was being done to really
absorb new immigrants from the Middle East and North Africa.

I also had some words of praise for Iraqi immigrants. ‘‘The average
Iraqi immigrant,’’ I wrote,

has both the will and the ability to make himself a useful and organic

part of this land, and can provide much of the sense of stability and

solidity which is so lacking here. The Iraqi immigrants have many

characteristics which should have provided invaluable assets: their

having come in whole families, the fact that they cannot return to their

country of origin, their exceptional proficiency in learning the lan-

guage, the comparatively large number of professional people among

them, the fact that they are quite familiar with modern standards of

workandorganization, and theirexperience in commerce, finance, and

administration.

I suspect that the article, printed in the issue dated March 30, 1953, now
reads like a piece of special pleading—and perhaps it was!

It seems tome that at the root of the problem lies a fundamentalmisunder-

standing. The immigration and settlement authorities, knowing nothing

of the history, the way of life, the culture, and the aspirations of Iraqi

Jewry, expected a mass of primitive Orientals who, they thought, would

inevitably and naturally settle at the bottom of the social scale. In this the

immigration authorities are not to blame; they acted according to their

own lights and what flimsy information they were supplied by shlihim

( Jewish Agency emissaries) more intent on getting Jews here than on a

comparative study of cultures.

On the other hand the prospective Iraqi emigrants, having no direct

contact with Israel, deprived of all normal sources of information and
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bamboozled by irresponsible fanatics, made their calculations according

to a set of different assumptions. Once here, they had to sustain the shock

the discovery of such a state of affairs was bound to create.

This seems to have gone on even after the facts became evident for

anyonewilling to see.To cite one glaring example: after the Iraqi immigra-

tion was concluded, no less an authority on the subject than the head of

the Jewish Agency’s Immigration Department informed the 23rd World

Zionist Congress in Jerusalem that the country was being overburdened

bymass immigration fromOriental countries likeYemen and Iraq, which

brought the country no doctors, teachers, or nurses. It was also pointed

out that, this being so, Israel was bound to turn into a country of ‘‘hewers

of wood and carriers of water.’’ Speakers proceeded to implore the Con-

gress to intensify its efforts to encourage professional immigration from

theWest.

There is a kind of bitter truth in this view. The country is indeed in

danger of becoming one of carriers of water and gatherers of wood, but

this is not partly due to the fact that the Iraqi aliya did not include enough

professionals.The danger lies in these immigrants being confronted with

a situation in which they find themselves having to adopt primitive ways,

where they have to stop sending their children to school or taking ade-

quate care of their health. It would, of course, be foolish and redundant

to assert here that the Iraqi aliya is self-sufficient in doctors, teachers, etc.,

because it is measurably more than self-sufficient.

One hopes that, sooner or later, it will be realized that the future of this

country depends on the use it makes of the material it now possesses, not

inmereclamoring forprofessionals fromtheWest.Thecontributionof the

Iraqi aliya to the cultural and physical building-up of the country, though

in noway small so far, depends in large measure on the opportunities it is

given and on the attitudes taken toward it.

The article—myfirst ever to touch on the ethnic problem—received a
mixed reception from the editorial staff. Onemember, an American new-
comer, described it as the best piece in the whole supplement—or even
‘‘the only good piece,’’ I don’t remember exactly—although another, a
sabra by the name of Dan Bavli, considered it the limit of chutzpa for a
newcomer from Iraq to venture the thought that the Israelis could pos-
sibly learn something fromOrientals of any provenance. Be that as itmay,
for me personally the article was one of those one-time pronouncements,
never to be pursued further or, an even remoter possibility, made into the
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subject of a crusade. To be sure, my next few contributions to the Post
were confined to the book pages.

By that time it was becoming evident—though I continued doggedly
to resist the thought—that the people at thePosthad something of a blind
spot where non–‘‘Anglo-Saxons’’ and non-Westerners were concerned.
And abroad in the Israeli world was a kind of consensus that virtually all
educated youngmen from Iraq were communists.Therewas a good deal
of other nonsense—such as the fear of ‘‘Levantinization,’’ concern about
‘‘lowering standards,’’ and other claims calculated to safeguard the inter-
ests andpositionof the in-groupagainst thedangerof encroachmentbyan
out-group. In the case of the JerusalemPost, I figure, itwas a combination
of all these factors plus a certain amount of disbelief.

A year after my article on Iraqi immigration appeared, another occa-
sion presented itself for me to delve into the subject. ShlomoHillel, who
originally hailed from Iraq and who played what is thought to be a deci-
sive role in accelerating the exodus of Jews from there, protested in the
course of a Knesset debate on foreign affairs against ‘‘the American sug-
gestion that compensation shouldbepaidby Israel toArab refugees,’’ and
against that part of the primeminister’s statement in which referencewas
made to this country’s readiness to pay such compensation. His protests
were being made, said Hillel, ‘‘in the name of the Iraqi Jews, whose en-
tire property was confiscated after they had already received their Israel
immigration permits and were on the way of becoming Israeli citizens.’’
This was followed by a claim that the value of confiscated Iraqi Jewish
property ‘‘by far exceeded’’ that of abandoned Arab property in Israel.

This prompted me to write an article in which I said, among other
things, that while it was quite possible thatMr. Hillel’s speech was incor-
rectly reported—especially his estimate of the value of the Jewish prop-
erty seized by the government of Iraq—it must be said that here was an
example of a valid case spoiled byoverpleading. For it seemed tome that,
with the exceptionof a few fanatics, no onewould contest the idea of com-
pensatingArab refugees as amovebothmorally right andpoliticallyexpe-
dient.Moreover, to suggest that Iraqi immigrants shouldbe compensated
at the expense of Palestine Arabs was equally indefensible.

I then proceeded to give the facts as I knew them: OnMarch 10, 1951,
a secret session of parliament in Baghdad passed a bill decreeing that the
possessions of the emigrating Jews were to be frozen and put under the
administrationof a ‘‘Secretariat-General of Frozen JewishProperty.’’The
lawwas put into effect the same day. At that timewell over half of the Iraqi
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Jews were still awaiting transportation to Israel—generally the better-off
part of the community. People who were about to liquidate their busi-
nesses, sell their houses and household effects, or close out their bank
accounts found themselves denuded and dispossessed overnight.

Aweek later the Israeli government issueda formal statementofprotest
in which it said, among other things, that in retaliation it would use funds
due to be paid as compensation for Arab refugees’ property in Israel to
compensate the emigrating Iraqi Jews affected by the new law. On the
other hand, one of the reasons advanced by the Iraqi government in justi-
fication of its move was, of course, that it was seeking to retaliate against
Israel’s ‘‘confiscation’’ of Palestine Arab property in this country.

Three years after these declarations were made, the Palestine Arab
refugees still live under truly subhuman conditions . . . Israel’s complete
and inexplicable silence on the subject of confiscated Jewish property in
Iraq, moreover, has perceptibly helped the Arabs in giving a wholly one-
sided picture of the situation . . .

The articlewas not published, thoughAgron for some reason ordered
the accounts department to pay me a fee.



Chapter 3 Arab affairs analyst
of sorts

the west, russia, and islam

The few words of appreciation said in praise of the
article I wrote for the Jerusalem Post on the Iraqi

immigration gave me some encouragement, though they did not come
from peoplewhomattered. In those days I used to buy theListener regu-
larly, andwas thus familiar with the latest Reith Lectures, which the BBC
weekly printed in six consecutive issues as they were delivered.That year
the lectures were given by Arnold Toynbee, and the subject was ‘‘The
World and theWest.’’ As soon as they were brought out in book form, by
Oxford University Press, I seized the opportunity and promptly wrote a
review, considerably before the book itself could have reached Jerusalem.
I think now that the review would have been accepted and published by
Meyer if I had notmade the sillymistake of showing it first to Agron, who
told me hewould pass it on to the book page editor. But the rejection slip
wasnot late in coming, and, typically, it came frompoorMeyer rather than
from Agron himself. Unfortunately, the note said, the book had already
been dealt with byGeorge Lichtheim in one of his London Letters. I had
read the letter in question, and Iwrote toMeyer and pointed out, quoting
dates and facts, that Lichtheim’s piece had been written and sent in not
only before the book was published, but even before Toynbee’s last two
lectures had been broadcast.

I ought to have realized—but again I failed to do so—that the reason
for the rejection lay somewhere deeper. Itwas plainly just a little toomuch
for a paper like the Jerusalem Post to publish a rather sympathetic re-
view of anything written byToynbee, an anti-Zionist and allegedly ‘‘anti-
Jewish’’—and written by a newcomer from an Arab land, to boot. But
Meyer tried to smooth out the matter the best he could. ‘‘Thank you for
your note and the review,’’ he wrote. ‘‘You are no doubt right in what
you say about Lichtheim’s review which was apparently written before
he could have known the last two lectures with Toynbee’s conclusions.
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At all events, as I told you, we cannot now revert to the subject . . .’’ The
note was dated April 29, 1953. What actually caused the editor’s rejec-
tionwas the somewhat sympatheticview I took of Toynbee’smain theme,
which was that for the four or five centuries ending in 1945, theWest, in
its encounters with ‘‘the world,’’ had been the archaggressor.

Although by now my standing as a book reviewer
was quietly gaining recognition, the higher-ups at

the Post had their reservations. Among the books I still managed to re-
viewwas one on a purelyAmerican theme, aPartisan Review symposium
entitled America and the Intellectuals. I had read the text when it was first
published in the periodical, and inmy review I expounded the thesis that
intellectuals have no business meddling in public affairs, nor ought they
to conform or in other ways identify with the powers that be. On the con-
trary, I asserted, dissent and alienationwere the normal attitude expected
of the intellectual vis-à-vis the government of the day and society in gen-
eral. The book page editor’s response to this review came in the form of
a memorandum:

I regret that I must return your Partisan Review piece.

On reconsideration you will, I hope, agree that this is a mixture of

editorial andMarginalColumnwriting rather than a brief noticewhich

alone could come into question for the book page.

One review I wrote on my own initiative must have been prompted
by things that certain ethnic groups of Jews, including my fellow Iraqi
immigrants, were witnessing and experiencing in their new home in the
mid-1950s. None of this, of course, could have been openly referred to in
the review itself—which, in the course of thewriting, became something
of a brief survey of the book’s contents—hence the studied neutrality of
the treatment. One problem related to the title of the book, The Colour
Problem: A Study in Racial Relations, the verymention of ‘‘colour’’ being
usually avoidedwhen speaking of the ‘‘one people’’ the Jewswere. I don’t
now recall who chose the heading for the piece, but ‘‘Anatomy of Preju-
dice’’was a fairlyaptone, and the reviewwasprinted in thePoston July 29,
1955. I quote one paragraph here:

Ethnocentrism and colour prejudice have, moreover, a respectable

psychological function. They represent ‘‘a defence mechanism en-

abling the individual to handle inner conflicts engendered by a failure
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tomake a completely successful adjustment to society,’’ thus providing

‘‘a means . . . of handling anxieties the origins of which are largely un-

conscious.’’Theprejudiced are therefore tobepitiedno less than those

at whom their prejudicial practices are directed, for the people most

inclined to be intolerant are ‘‘those who feel insecure and are afraid

of losing their present social status.’’ The aggressiveness this insecu-

rity breeds finds socially accepted outlets in themany targets provided

in a heterogeneous society by the existence of other cultural or social

groups.

Another rather loaded review, containing a distinctly unflattering ap-
praisal of theWest’s attitudes andof its dealingswith the rest of theworld,
appeared on March 25, 1955. It purported to be a review of two books:
Moslems on the March by F. W. Fernau and Islam by Alfred Guillaume.
Excerpts:

The trouble lies in the schism in the soul of the modern man of the East,

torn between two cultures and in full possession of neither. His future

well-being depends on his reaching a workable compromise that can re-

store his self-confidence. The Moslems’ most pressing problem today is

the same as that with which they have been grappling for the last century

or so: how best to adjust themselves to the new conditions in which they

have been plunged by the intrusion of the West. It is a vast and many-

sided problem, further complicated by theWest’s own by no means light

ailments.

In the dealings of the West with the rest of the world, a fundamental

ambiguity has always arisen from the fact that the West did not practise

and, perhaps, did not even believe what it professed. It preached reason

and used force; it taught equality and despised ‘‘natives’’; and it failed

to adopt either a coherent attitude or a comprehensible policy. This has

added to the pains of adjustment, for non-Westerners were led to believe

in the superiority of their own ideals and way of life at one and the same

time as they had to recognize theWest’s superiority in technology and the

arts of warfare.

This seemingly harmless compromise has resulted in the very conflict

fromwhich theMoslem’s mind suffers. A culture is an organicwhole and

cannot be separated into so-called ‘‘good’’ and ‘‘bad’’ components with-

out each losing its original characteristics. And so the Moslems, along

withothernon-Westerners, find themselves in thegripof adilemmawhich

manifests itself from time to time in a showof varying degrees of violence.



40 outsider in the promised land

with sephardi chief rabbi nissim

By now, unwillingly but almost inevitably, I was being fast drawn into the
businessofwritingonArabandMiddleEastern affairs.Gradually, against
my natural inclinations toward more ‘‘intellectual’’ topics and concerns,
I found myself giving in.

Atfirst itwas strictlybook reviews—whichAgronnever failed topraise
in note after note as long as they remained confined to the subject that he
had decided a newcomer from Iraq could write about best. Incidentally,
Agron seems to have taken a special interest in the book page: It so hap-
pened thatwhenever Iwanted to reviewabookof general historyorworld
affairs, it was always he, rather thanMeyer, who found some objection or
other to my doing so.

It was thus that I finally foundmyself becoming an acknowledged ‘‘ex-
pert’’ on Arab affairs. Apart from the Post, I was also sought after by the
editors of the short-lived weeklyHere and Now, and was already contrib-
uting to their pages—mainly book reviews but occasionally full-length
articles on Arab topics—as well as one profile, whose subject was Iraqi-
born rabbi Yitzhak Nissim, who had just been elected Sephardi Chief
Rabbi of Israel. The profile, which I wrote under one of my pen names,
N. B. Argaman, is of some interest in the context of this personal account,
since it persuadedme that I should have to take up Arab affairs as my fate
and destiny as a newspaperman in Israel.The piece onRabbi Nissimwas
printed in the weekly’s issue dated April 14, 1955. It came out under the
title ‘‘First in Zion.’’

Yitzhak Nissim Rahamim, joint Chief Rabbi of Israel, Rishon le-Zion

(First in Zion), is an erect, energetic, prominent-featured, and alert-eyed

man of fifty-nine. He is the author and annotator of several treatises on

Jewish Law and a close personal friend of President Ben Zvi. Rabbi Nis-

sim was a young scholar of thirty when, together with his much younger

wife, hedecided to leavehis hometown,Baghdad, and set out for theHoly

City, where he had already established contacts with prominent rabbis

and learned dignitaries.

This was not the first time he had seen the Promised Land; in 1906, as

a boy of ten, he was brought along by his late brother Yehezkel on a visit.

Over a cup of tea he will recall this first long journey and relate, with his

unfailing sense of humour, how it took their caravan a full thirty days to

cover the distance betweenBaghdad andAleppo.His staywas very short,

and his impressions are naturally somewhat dimmed by the lapse of time.

Shortly after their arrival in 1926, the young couple took up residence
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in David Yellin Street in Jerusalem.They still occupy, with their four sons

andthreedaughters, thesamesmallflat—nowsadlyoutgrown.RabbiNis-

sim took up his studies and researches exactly where he had left them in

Baghdad, while his wife assumed the strenuous duties of keeping house

and bringing up the children.

In his imposing study, its walls entirely covered with thousands of old

fading volumes, the Chief Rabbi explained to me why he never assumed

official rabbinical duties: hewanted to devote all his time to study, and—

with modest private means and God’s help—he never felt the lack of re-

muneration.With a look of satisfaction he pointed to the rows of books

written by his illustrious predecessors, who were the fount of authority

on the Law not only in the Land of Israel but in the whole Sephardic

Diaspora.

When asked how so much came to be written in this country on dis-

puted points in the Law (Halakha), he obligingly offered to explain the

reason. In their dealings with their Jewish and other minorities, the Os-

manli Turks, who ruled Palestine till the British conquest in 1917, seem

to have practised their own brand of liberalism.The Jewish communities

underOttoman rulewere granted a largemeasure of autonomous commu-

nal life. They raised their children in the manner they themselves chose

and settled their personal status cases in their own rabbinical courts.The

Rishon le-Zion, as well as the chief rabbis in other Ottoman provinces,

was not only invested with absolute authority where the Jews were con-

cerned, but he could arbitrate in cases involving the Sultan’sMoslem sub-

jects whenever these chose to go to him. Hence the massive treatises and

controversies.

RabbiNissimwas twenty-oneyears oldwhen theBritish enteredBagh-

dad in 1917, and his community is considered to have been, numerically

and economically, themost important single element in the town.Despite

their inadequate experience in the crooked ways of power politics, Bagh-

dad’s Jews seem already to have had an inkling of what lay in store for

them.Theypetitioned theBritishHighCommissioner, asking that theybe

granted British nationality.The reasons they gave make interesting read-

ing these days. The Arabs, they pleaded, were politically irresponsible;

they had no administrative experience; and they could be fanatical and

intolerant.

The dispute now raging over the new Rishon le-Zion’s election must

be an issue of profound obscurity to the ordinary citizen. Apart from the

claim that he has not been a practising and officiating rabbi, the bone of

contention seems to lie in the commonbelief that theRishon le-Zionmust

be a Sephardi, while Rabbi Nissim belongs to the Iraqi community. It
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is doubtful, however, whether this claim has any foundation. In the first

place, the title was never the monopoly of one community in Jewry (the

firstAshkenaziChief Rabbiwas installed only in 1922).Moreover, the title

was always granted on grounds of merit alone. Rishon le-Zion Yitzhak

Hacohen Rappaport (1749) was an Ashkenazi rabbi; another, Rabbi Nis-

sim HayimMoshe Mizrahi (1730), author of Admat Kodesh, was of Bagh-

dadi origin.With a modesty that is truly disarming, Rabbi Nissim points

out that the tradition of his seat required abilities which he is aware he

does not possess, adding that his election was a measure of the decline of

Sephardic Jewry.

Chief Rabbi Nissim holds very definite opinions on the role which

Judaism is destined to play in this ‘‘constructive epoch of toil and labour.’’

In the face of numerous differences of culture, origin, and approach, the

most effective way of uniting and moulding the tribes of Israel into one

nation, he believes, is the diffusion of the spirit of theTorah—the decisive

factor in preserving Jewry’s national character through the centuries of

exile. It is essential to go aheadwith the task of building and strengthening

the state, but, he adds, ‘‘it seems to me that the eagerness to achieve ma-

terial resultsunwittinglymakes forchecking theaspirations for reinforcing

the spiritualpowerof thepeople.’’ Spiritual valuesmust thereforebemain-

tained and fostered, and close cooperation must be established between

the state and the spiritual leaders.

Moreover, theDiaspora faces an increasing dangerof assimilation, and

it looks to Israel ‘‘not for help in attaining European culture and civili-

zation, but for Judaism,Torah, religious precepts, and tradition,’’ he de-

clares. ‘‘If in Israel itself these will not form part and parcel of our life,

how can we bring them to bear on the Diaspora? Even those righteous

Gentiles who have lent their support to the cause of Israel wish to see in

Israel the people of the Bible.We must not disappoint them . . .

What I did not mention in my profile was how much I enjoyed con-
ducting our interview in the colloquial Arabic spoken by the Jews of Iraq,
on the false pretense—I believe—of not being sufficiently well-versed in
Hebrew.

taking the air

Apart from a brief sojourn in Persia in themid-1930s andmy immigration
to Israel, the first twenty-seven years of my life were spent without my
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ever setting foot abroad. My first real journey in foreign parts came late
in the summer of 1955, when I joined Elie and his wife Sylvia in their trip
back to London after they had spent a short first visit in Israel.

Elie’s arrival in Jerusalemonedayearly inSeptember 1955was an event
I considered so singular and so exciting that, when his brother Maurice
told me of Elie’s arrival (accompanied by Sylvia and their firstborn of a
few months), I decided to leave my proofs practically unfinished, telling
my immediate superior that I had to leavebecauseof the arrival of a friend.

It was the first time I had seen Elie in almost nine years—and my first
opportunity really to get to know Sylvia. I must say that, with my expec-
tations being so great and disproportionate and my basically romantic
bent, I was a little disappointed, though by no means discouraged.What
with the baby, Sylvia’s increasingly clear tendency to be domineering,
and Elie himself doing research of one kind or other thewhole day in the
Hebrew University library, there was noway of renewing our old intima-
cies and sharing common interests and passions. And besides the factors
already mentioned, Elie seemed to have lost interest in literature and lit-
erary works and to have become immersed in things and subjects that did
not really interest me in the least. My apparent refusal to grow up, or at
any rate to outgrow what he later rather disparagingly termed my ‘‘liter-
ary approach’’ to things, seemed completely inexplicable to him—and I
suspect that he and Sylvia shared the feeling that herewas aman of thirty-
one or thereabouts, talented in many ways, good looking, and in other
ways quite charming and certainly ‘‘eligible,’’ virtually wasting his time
and probably his life on things so intangible and ungainly as to be absurd.

I am not suggesting that they were wrong or unfair. They knew that
I had made a mess of my university courses—and twice over! They saw
how I was wasting my time and energy reading galley proofs for a daily
newspaper. They sensed that I was not even looking seriously for a wife
and suspected I was largely philandering.They, on the other hand, were
bent on building Elie’s career as a teacher at the London School of Eco-
nomics, where he had just received an appointment as junior lecturer.

All this, however, did not affect our friendship in any serious way, and
during their stay I sawmuch of Elie and hiswifewhen theywere free. Elie
then was totally unknown in Israel, nor did he have much sympathy for
theZionist enterprise or for the brandof ethnic nationalism that informed
Israel and its rulers. In fact,during theearly 1950sEliehadcomeunder the
powerful influence of the lateEmileMarmorstein, anEnglish Jewof Hun-
garian descent; for some years in the early 1940s he had taught English
at the Shamash School in Baghdad and had left an indelible impression
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on a number of his students. He was deeply religious and a lifelong anti-
Zionist—and his affiliation with and active work for the ultra-Orthodox
group known as Neturei Karta were no secret.

In 1951, soon after my arrival in Israel, I wrote Elie a long account of
what I thought had led to the destruction of the Iraqi Jewish community.
In that letter I had a good deal to say about the role I thought the Zion-
ists had played in the disturbances that followed the signing, late in 1947,
of the Portsmouth Agreement between Iraq and Britain, and how those
disturbances and the role the Jews played in them actuallymarked the be-
ginning of the end of Iraqi Jewry. Elie informed me in reply that he had
passed my report on to someonewhowould make use of the information
contained in it—and although he did not mention Marmorstein’s name,
I gathered subsequently that he had been the recipient.

My first meeting with Marmorstein took place in London in his room
at the BBC, where he was either the head or one of the senior executives
of the Oriental Languages Department. I found I had a lot in common
with him, and I agreed with much of what he said about Israel and Zion-
ism. In his home, where I had dinner with him and his wife one evening,
I noticed that he was engaged in reading the proofs of the book that he
had beenworking on for someyears and thatwas to take about eightmore
years to comeout. I had seen a reference to the book in an essaywritten by
Elie—in a footnote that described the book as forthcoming. The book,
which finally came out in 1969 under the title Heaven at Bay, published
by Oxford University Press with the imprint of Chatham House, must
have been an agonizing affair to write, judging at least by the time it took
Marmorstein to write and revise it time and again. It was a little disap-
pointing in that it dwelt at disproportionate length on detailed accounts
of cases in whichNeturei Karta activists sought to preserve Judaism from
the secular assaults of the Zionists. I myself had come under the spell of
Marmorstein’s ideas after reading his 1952 article ‘‘Anti-Semitism and the
State of Israel.’’

Marmorstein’s ideas were not in themselves new, nor did they origi-
nate in the Neturei Karta ideology. That Zionism contains some of the
notions advanced by European anti-Semites was a thesis expounded by
no less aZionist historian thanYehezkielKaufmann in amemorable essay;
also familiar were his objections to the Zionists’ lock, stock, and, barrel
embrace of an ethnic-racial concept of nationality that had its roots in
central and eastern Europe.What really caught my attention in Marmor-
stein’s workwas the thesis, introduced in his concluding paragraphs, that
what the Eastern European Zionist establishment in Israel really found
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objectionable and obnoxious about the masses of Middle Eastern and
North African immigrants pouring into the country was that these re-
minded them of the conditions prevailing in their own shtetls and ghettos
of EasternEuropeonlya fewdecadesearlier. Iquoted thispassage—with-
out mentioning its author’s name—in the concluding part of my article
‘‘Israel’s Communal Controversy,’’ which appeared in the American Jew-
ish monthly Midstream in 1964.

Although he held distinctly anti-Zionist and antinationalist opinions,
Eliewas farmore careful and circumspect. In his letters tomehewasquite
specific and outspoken, pointing out once that the real conflict in Pales-
tine was one not between Arabs and Jews but rather between Arabs and
Europeans.To the best of my knowledge, he first went public on the sub-
ject in the Manchester Guardian late in 1951 with an anonymous article
titled ‘‘Iraqi Jewry: An Obituary.’’

In that article he did not mincewords concerning the part the Zionists
played in the affair. He sent me a cutting of the article, and I showed it to,
among others, Professor Goitein one afternoon when I walked with him
to his home nearby after class.To my surprise, Goitein, after reading the
piece carefully, said he agreed with its central thesis. A few months later,
Elie sent me a Cambridge Journal in which he had published a lengthy
article on the subject, signed, ‘‘Antiochus,’’ of all improbable names.

It was a brilliant piece of angry historical discourse, linking the fate
of the Jews of Iraq to that of the Armenians in Turkey and the Assyrians
in north Iraq and showing how the ideas of European nationalism had
disrupted Middle Eastern society since 1900. Above all, he was scathing
about the Zionists and their approach to Iraqi Jewry, and bitterly critical
of their antics. The article, in its entirety, was reprinted almost ten years
later inThe Chatham House Version, updated with copious footnotes. I
could not help noticing, however, that Elie had deleted a footnote from
the original article—one referring to the work of Arnold Toynbee and
his ideas concerning the basic difference in approach and temperament
between Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews.

The apparent affinity between my views and those of Marmorstein
and Elie did not last long. The fact that I was living the Israeli reality
while they were contemplating it from afar landed me somewhere in the
middle—betweenMarmorstein’s religious extremism andElie’s growing
‘‘realism’’ and increasingly petulant assaults not onlyonArab nationalism
andPan-Arabismbut also onArabs and ‘‘Sunni Islam’’ in general. In later
years, what with the influence wielded by the scholarly Middle Eastern
Studies,which he launched in 1964, his growing status, and his allegedly
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‘‘anti-Arab’’ stance, Elie became an extremely sought-after guest for the
many seminars and symposia organized by various Israeli universities. In
a sense, I felt that I was left alone in the field of battle, deserted by the per-
son from whom I had learned much of what now I was being penalized
for saying.

london at firsthand

Although—or rather because—it was uneventful, my stay in London
in the autumn of 1955 served to cure me of some of my romantic ideas
aboutEngland and theEnglish.We arrived inLondonone afternoon after
spending a fewdays in Istanbul and a couple of days inAthens.Before our
arrival I had already begun to feel that I was not going to have an easy time
of it being a houseguest of the Kedouries’ for as long as a fewweeks, but I
accepted it with some stoicism, since I had no other plan of my own and
also because I did notwant to give anyappearance of being disappointed.

What really disappointed me was that throughout my stay in London
I never actually had an opportunity to have a real chat with Elie, some-
thing for which I had waited all those years. At first I attributed this to
Sylvia’s continuous presence, but later I discovered, to my dismay, that
Elie himself had little to say about the kinds of subjects and ideas that I
thought we still shared. I seemed to exhaust his patience one day when
he finally spelled it out—telling me in so many words that the time had
come for me to outgrow those ‘‘literary ideas’’!

I spent much of my time in England either traveling alone or studying
in theReadingRoomof theBritishMuseumLibrary (where Igainedentry
only thanks to a pass obtained for me by Elie). One person with whom I
spentmuch timewasAbboudiDangoor,whohad left Israel and joinedhis
brother,whoran someexport-importbusinessof hisown inLondon.The
two brothers, both unmarried, lived inwhat seemed tome amansion, in a
very good neighborhood in London. Abboudi cooked some Iraqi dishes,
and I often had a meal there. One day, out of the blue, he told me that
should I, for any reason, decide to move out of the Kedouries’ place, I
would bemore thanwelcome to spend the rest ofmy stay in Londonwith
them. I had no idea what prompted the offer; I had not breathed a word
about my relations with Elie and his wife or of my mixed feelings about
my stay with them. But I declined the offer, saying it was completely un-
necessary, since I was quite happy right where I was. Abboudi’s reaction
to this was that the offer stood anyway, just in case.
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I left London for Paris roughly on the day I had planned to leave origi-
nally. Paris was a different world, largely because I was finally on my own
and did not have to account for anything. Edmond Samuel, a good friend
from Baghdad, had arranged a room for me in the hotel in which he was
staying, the Hotel de Lisbonne, in the heart of the Latin Quarter—and
we breakfasted together regularly in his room. Hewas then already in his
second year of chemistry studies at the Sorbonne, and he used to go out
every morning for rolls or croissants, which we had with coffee and often
with butter and cheese supplied to the Jewish students who ate at a cer-
tain Jewish restaurant run by the Jewish community or some other Jewish
organization. Somehow Edmond managed to obtain tickets entitling me
to have cheap and fairly good meals there for my lunch—and in the eve-
ningweused togo toanearbyTurkish restaurant,wherewehadkebaband
rice, and usually yogurt and sugar for dessert. The rest of the day, when
Edmond was at his studies, I spent with some acquaintances, mostly in
cafes, where I used to play pinball machines endlessly.

As usual, I couldn’t do without bookshops, and since my knowledge
of French was scanty, I managed to find an Arabic bookshop run by an
elderlyArmenian and situated in some obscure corner not far fromwhere
I was staying. By that time I had spent more than four years without so
much as seeing an Arabic newspaper or magazine, let alone books. Apart
from the few books there that I felt I could afford, the most interesting
items I encountered were back issues of a new Arabic monthly called
Al Adaab. I think Al Adaab then was in its second or third year, and it
was undeniably something new in the world of Arabic letters and cul-
ture—a periodical combining literary interests with rather advanced and
often outspoken political articles leaning toward a new kind of radical
nationalism.

In a very real sense those back issues of Al Adaab launched me on my
career as a specialist in Arab politics, culture, and ideology. Shortly after
returning to Jerusalem, I was able to make good use of the material con-
tained in thosemagazines, and throughMarmorstein Iwas able to receive
it regularly from a Lebanese who was a colleague of his at the BBC and
who used to run something called the Arabic Publications Distribution
Bureau.

At that time there was a running controversy in Al Adaab about the
nature of Arab nationalist ideology—and when Zeev Laqueur wrote to
me from London, asking me to contribute a paper to an anthology he
was editing of articles and studies on theMiddle East, I suggested one on
this subject. He gladly accepted the offer, and the result was a substantial
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paper, ‘‘Arab Nationalism in Search of an Ideology,’’ which appeared in
The Middle East in Transition, published by Routledge and Kegan Paul
early in 1957. In that paper I quoted copiously from two long disserta-
tions written by SadunHammadi, a young Iraqi student inWisconsin—
and the same Hammadi who was to become the foreign minister of Iraq
for many years. The article was well received, and I continue to see it
mentioned or quoted in new books on that subject.

By the time I left Paris, I was fairly penniless. An added difficulty was
that I could not usemy air ticket to Rome—included inmyoriginal flight
ticket—because of a strike at Paris airport. And since I had no money to
stay in Paris and wait for the strike to end, and because things were not
so well organized in air travel as they are now, I took the train to Rome
at my own expense and was thus rendered even more nearly penniless.
But Rome was apparently some sort of last stop for many Israelis, and
the Israeli embassy or consulate there was quite ready to help. Through
middlemen and some Israeli stalwarts, small amounts of moneywere lent
to Israelis stuck in Rome without money—against checks or just prom-
ises orwhatever. Iwrote out a check—agoodone—and received a certain
amount of money that helpedme pay formy pension andmeals. I wrote a
postcard to Elie and Sylvia, some sort of farewell letter while I was still on
European soil. I don’t think the postcard was suitably polite or even free
of bitterness—and a long period was to follow in which our relationship
left much to be desired.
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renewing contacts

Back in Jerusalem after an absence of over two
months, I felt an urge to renewcontactswithmem-

bers ofmy family near and far. Apart fromMother, who livedwithme and
used the kitchen as a bedroom, none of my near relatives lived in Jerusa-
lem. My aunt Regina’s family, the Jijis, were in Ramat Gan; my brother,
Eliahu, and his family had by then managed to rent a flat in Ramat Yitz-
hak nearby; my younger sister, Simha, wasmarried and living in a village,
Ein Sarid, which I had never visited. Eliahu’s two elder daughters, Dau-
rice and Evelyn, nowmarried to two brothers with whom they had some
family relation on their mother’s side, were in Ramat Gan and almost
always not exactly on speaking terms with either Hella (their mother) or
Eliahu or both.

Inmy spare time and on shortweekends I started going occasionally to
Ramat Gan, where I spent the nights generally at the Jijis’.Their flat was
large enough, and therewas the added attraction of their younger daugh-
ter, Rachel, by then in her twenties and eminently eligible. I started invit-
ing heronoutings I could afford, and I had the impression thatMoshe Jiji,
ever the patriarch, looked approvingly on what seemed to be a growing
relationship.

In the endnothing cameof it.On theonehand I thought the girl, good-
hearted and good-looking though shewas, just a little bit too ‘‘simple’’ for
my taste; on the other, she perhaps found me unsuitable for the selfsame
reasons, and also as a result of feeling that I did not care for herenough. In
anyevent, Rachel soonmarried one of hermanycousins fromher father’s
side. She seems to have made a good judgment, and the two have since
lived happily and raised their children in something like affluence. I had
to look elsewhere—and I did.

In a sense, it was one of those attempts—said never to have succeeded
—to ‘‘go home again.’’ My estrangement from the family, and from any-
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thing that had to dowith the old ways, was complete. For years I had had
no proper Sabbath eve blessings andmeal (kabbalat shabbat), at least not
a traditional one in the manner of Iraqi Jews—not to speak of going to
synagogue oractuallyobserving the Sabbath.Nordid I attend thevarious
weddings, brit millah (circumcisions), and bar mitzvah to which I was
invited by members of the family—at least not if I could find an excuse
not to go.What is more, my family somehowaccepted this state of affairs,
peculiar as it might have seemed to them, as something that couldn’t be
helped or done much about, knowing as they did the kind of life I was
leading, living in Jerusalem instead of somewhere on the coastal plain and
adopting a modern outlook about things in general.

Itwas thereforewith some surprise anddelight that Iwas receivedback
by members of my family. For instance, sometime after returning from
Europe I decided to spend Sabbath evewith Eliahu and his family—and
I was astonished, and not a little touched, by the fact that almost noth-
ing seemed to have changed after something like a generation of separa-
tion—neither the blessings nor the food nor the festive atmosphere. It
was the first time I had attended this particular celebration conducted by
someone other than my late father, and what I found striking was that no
change was discernible.With equal diligence and care, too, my sister-in-
law, Hella, laid the table in the same old way and with the same variety of
brakhoth (benedictions) and dishes, including things that are not usually
to be found in Israeli shops and greengrocers. Even the kiddushdrinkwas
the traditional homemade juice extracted from raisins.

It was roundabout this time that one afternoon, while working on my
proofs at the Post, I received a call from Professor Samuel Klausner, who
introduced himself as an American psychologist conducting research in
Israel on the Iraqi community and its integration in Israel. He asked
whether he could interview me at his home in the Greek Colony, and I
agreed.At that time Iwas alreadygetting increasingly involved—theoreti-
cally rather than in any practical capacity—in the subject of immigrant
absorption in Israel, the ethnic problem, and related matters, and I was
delighted that someone—and anAmerican academic at that—was taking
the trouble to study the subject.

After the difficult first ‘‘business’’ session—inwhich I submitted to the
indignity of a Rorschach test and of actually being recorded on tape—
Klausner and I developed the kind of relationship that was close to real
friendship. I found him open, understanding, and—unlike the usual run
of American Jews—not unduly affected, or almost not affected at all,
by the kind of systematic brainwashing to which Zionist fund-raisers in
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NorthAmericawere subjecting prospective Jewish donors at the time. As
amatter of fact, Klausner confessed tome that he had feelings of guilt and
an uneasy conscience when he reflected that he himself at one point had
helpedpromote nonsense about Iraqi Jews amonghis Jewish compatriots
in theUnitedStates.He also showedme someof thephotographsheused
to be given to peddle—mostly snapshots of Kurdish and Persian fami-
lies from far-off villages and townlets, to be presented as ‘‘Iraqi Jewish
families’’ needing rescue from certain death by being transported to the
land of dreams and promise.We were both very glad to have discovered
each other and to have such common ground and a common language
and inclinations.

I no longer remember what Klausner’s ‘‘verdict’’ was concerning my
emotional and psychological state or what the Rorschach test revealed,
although he himself was quite frank and open about it. But I do know
that I felt a lot better after I had related to him my feelings about redis-
covering my family and the emotional response I had had when reliving
part of my childhoodmemories at my brother’s Sabbath eve table. I have
no doubt that the long session with him and the numerous chats that fol-
lowed influencedmegreatly, thoughperhaps not quite consciously, inmy
subsequent decision to seek a wife who shared my background, rather
than to continuemy flirtations andminor affairs with young women from
Europe and North America.

It wasKlausnerwho introducedme toAharonAmir, who then lived in
a fairly spacious house in the Greek Colony with his wife, Hanna. Aha-
ron at that time had just finished the translation of the six bulky volumes
of Winston Churchill’s war memoirs, and felt that he and Hanna could
afford a stay abroad for some length of time—a trip made easier because
they were childless. During the initial stages of our acquaintance, Amir
and I thought there was or should be a natural affinity of views and ap-
proach between us, or rather between the movement of which he was
one of the leading ideologists—variously called the Young Hebrews or
the Canaanites—and the community or group of communities to which
I belonged, namely the Sephardi-Oriental camp in Israel.

This affinity would have been based on the solid foundation of what
I will call shared alienation from the dominant ideology: The Canaan-
ites were fiercely opposed to the idea of Pan-Jewish nationalism, and the
Sephardi-Orientalswere inaveryvalid senseexcluded fromit.TheYoung
Hebrews did not consider the Arabs—inside Israel or outside of it—
alien in culture or nationalityor ethnicity, and Jews coming from theArab
world were for all intents and purposes Arab. Finally, unlike the Zionists,
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neither the Canaanites nor the ‘‘Arab Jews’’ subscribed to the ideology of
an exclusive, ethnicity-oriented Pan-Arab nationalism, the kind that the
Israeli establishmentwas actively, evenopenly, fostering, although largely
in the negative sense of viewing Israeli Arabs as belonging to an ‘‘Arab’’
nationality and speaking of the ‘‘Arabworld’’ as the true homeland of the
Palestinians.

The trouble, however, was that Amir and his Canaanites sought to
go much further than that: the Arabs of Israel—and by implication the
Arabs of the Middle East as a whole—were not ethnically and nationally
‘‘Arabs,’’ but were in fact ‘‘Hebrews,’’ or at any rate had to be made into
Hebrews.Were theynotCanaanites and thedescendants ofCanaanites—
exactly as the Jews were?

And so on. I myself never could accept this atavistic, pre-Judaic brand
of ethnicity, and in the course of our long friendship and association I
came to accuseAmirandhis friendsof actually being the logical perpetua-
tors and trueheirsof theZionist ideology,with its emphasison the secular,
ethnic-racial aspect of Jewishness. In due course, Amir and at least one of
his leading fellowCanaanites,EzraSohar, joined theGreater IsraelMove-
ment, which after the Six-DayWar advocated the annexation of theWest
Bank, the Gaza Strip, and the Sinai to Israel. Ironically, when his true in-
tentions and his basically anti-Zionist approach were ‘‘discovered,’’ Amir
was expelled from the leadership of the movement. But hewent on advo-
cating annexation, and later extended his interests to south Lebanon: the
establishment of an Israeli foothold there through the efforts of merce-
nary Major Saad Haddad would be another step toward the lofty goal of
a Hebrew commonwealth.

Meanwhile my association with the Post and as a contributor to Here
and Now continued, and in someways I becamemore in demand there as
a result of the natural competition between the two publications. More-
over, the appearance in the Post of my book reviews in the course of the
years 1953 and 1954 tended to give rise to some kind of controversy be-
tween the paper’s main editors. Meyer found them handy and sought to
encourage me, although he did this with extraordinary wariness; Lurie
was chiefly somewhat perplexed at the prospect of an outsider—and one
suspected of being ‘‘an Egyptian Communist’’ at that—making regular
appearances in the paper; andAgron likewise did not knowhow to digest
me. The main problem, in fact, was whether I was to be encouraged to
grow into a full-fledged member of the Post’s family.

In a way I was caught in a kind of cross fire. It was known in the Post
that Lurie, whowas the actual boss as far as daily management of the edi-
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torial department was concerned, was the sort of boss who did not like
anyone else, even the editor in chief, to interfere in what he considered
his exclusive sphere of authority. However, being a novice in these mat-
ters, and encouraged by his tireless attentions, I turned to Agron when
I thought it was time to move from the drudgery of proofreading to the
authority of the editorial department.

It took Agron a long time to respond—and only after I had reminded
himof the subject. It transpired that afterhehadurgentlyconsultedLurie,
the latter had objected for some reason or other—but reputedly merely
because I had not applied to him for the move. Agron wrote me a note:
‘‘I have been thinking about your suggestion to move to the Editorial De-
partment, but after looking over the ground very carefully, I regret to say
I see no vacancy or prospect of one in the near future. Have you followed
up my suggestion with regard to Here and Now? ’’

The implication was clear: rather than try to get into the editorial de-
partment, better look elsewhere for advancement! I did, but therewas no
offer attractive enough to make me move.

going out with iraqi newcomers

In Tel Aviv in the early 1950s, in banks and similar institutions in which
newly arrived Iraqi youngmen found employment, it became the custom
among veteran fellow employees to dub any girl who went out with an
Iraqi ‘‘a harlot.’’ The reason: These Iraqi young men were interested in
sex rather than in meaningful relationships, and once they had had sex
with a girl, they would then rule her out completely as a potential wife.
Someput it anotherway: even if they initially had considered a girlworthy
of marriage, the minute she surrendered to them she became unfit to be
a wife.

There is, I suppose, nothing surprising or extraordinary about this,
considering the kind of society Iraqi Jews had been bred in. In that so-
ciety, a girl’s loss of virginity was considered a calamity so great that no
family would dare seek a husband for her. Even in the most ‘‘modern’’
and educated of milieus, in which a girl could conceivably go out with a
youngman, he first had to be approved of by her family. It was totally un-
thinkable for a girl to go out with an unmarried man and sleep with him,
or even live with him, before marrying him.

Initiallyat least, Israeli girlswhodisapprovedof dating young Iraqi im-
migrants were thus basically right in assuming that having sex with such
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youngmenwas tantamount to prostitution—onlywithout even the bene-
fit of the money! It has to be added here, however, that this state of affairs
changed fairly quickly. Some girls still refused to give up so easily and
found a way of enticing their suitors, but the outlook of these young men
underwent a basic change, and they soon adapted themselves and their
attitudes to the new situation.

I was twenty-six when I arrived in Israel, and judging by the consider-
able measure of popularity I enjoyed among women I encountered, I was
probably also ‘‘eligible.’’ The difficulty, however, was that I did not think
the time had come for me to enter any kind of permanent relationship.
In the confusion I felt in those days, too, what with the destitute condi-
tions in which I lived, the uncertainty about my career, the studies I took
up immediately after I arrived in Jerusalem, and a dozen other worries
and anxieties, I did not think I could establish the kind of household and
family that would fit into my own vision of such things.

Not that there was at all a dearth of suitable candidates.The morning
Hebrewulpanwas full of eligibleyoungwomen, at leastfiveofwhomcom-
peted for my attentions. There was first Vera, a Jewish American young
woman in her late twenties; she subsequently married a world-famous
musician.Vera came to the ulpan very elegantly dressed and fairly heavily
made-up. She was a rather sophisticated person and, what was more im-
portant tomeat the time,not totallyunacquaintedwith thingsof themind.
One day she came to class holding a small parcel wrapped in paper bear-
ing the name of a good Jerusalem bookshop. I asked her to show me the
book—and lo and behold, it was none other than Burckhardt’s volume
on theRenaissance in Italy. I could not hidemy surprise, and she said that
she had purchased the book to give as a birthday present to a friend—
which impressed me even more.

Vera took a real interest in me, and one day she invited me to the place
where she had a room—in themost fashionable quarter in town—saying
itwas her night of babysitting and the flatwas empty. Itwas a clearenough
gesture, but for some reason I lied, saying that I had another date or ap-
pointment. But Vera was looking for a husband in a hurry and could not
copewith my pace of doing things. In the middle of the ulpan course she
left for Tel Aviv—and after a few months I heard she had married Isaac
Stern, the famed violinist.

Then there was Naomie. Naomie too was looking for a spouse—and
rather more earnestly, since compared to most girls, she was less good-
looking, far more modest, andmore observant, though in a modern kind
of way. She hailed fromSwitzerland, but her English was quite adequate,
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and our friendship outlasted the ulpan for some time—until she gave me
up as a hopeless case and married some young engineer in Haifa. Dur-
ing the first weeks of our acquaintance she ventured to accompany me at
night on strolls in the city’s then main park, and these strolls inevitably
developed into embraces and kisses and some modest necking. But she
wouldnever gobeyond that, evenwhen lateron she invitedme to an occa-
sional light dinner in her furnished room. I became quite fond of her, and
at a certain juncture she even wrote to her mother, asking her to come to
Jerusalem, presumably to meet and inspect the eligible suitor. I had the
impression that the mother was pleased with what she saw—but then I
was making it quite clear that my plans did not go that far. It was shortly
after that visit of her mother’s that Naomie sent me an invitation to her
wedding.

Estherwas fromRomania.Notquite twenty, shewas intelligent, quick-
witted, and surprisingly well read—and she knew several languages, in-
cluding German and Russian and some French and English. She was
richly endowed physically, well built and well proportioned. With no
makeup and no hairdo, she looked like my idea of a simple country girl.
And she had the added attraction of being poor and living in an immi-
grant girls’ hostel run by the Jewish Agency.We had a lot in common, in
short, andher love of languages andher knowledge of literature tended to
strengthen our friendship. Shewas especially impressed by the fact that,
having learned something about the derivation of certain words in Ro-
manian, I was able often to use ‘‘Romanian’’ words by the simple device
of substituting the ending -tzia for -tion—modernizatzia for ‘‘moderniza-
tion,’’ implicatzia, rotatzia, and so on; I once even used the word consti-
patzia, just in case it would work, and it did. But Esther was also quick
to pick up Hebrew, and we often had to make do with our knowledge of
that language.

After finishingourulpan course,Esther joined the army—andoneday
while I was sweating over proofs at work, Esther suddenly made an ap-
pearance, her first at the newspaper, duly clad in uniform, her tendency
to obesity seemingly more pronounced. She was not quite happy in the
army, she told me, what with all those young Israeli and new immigrant
girls with whom she could not find a common language. She waited for
me until I finished my afternoon shift—and it being already dinnertime,
we had something to eat, and then I took her to the room that by then I
had acquired in Princess Mary Avenue. After what seemed to be hours
of necking, she finally agreed to spend the night with me.

I was becoming quite fond of Esther, and had our relationship lasted
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for a sufficient period of time, I think it would have ended in marriage.
However, one day when we were supposed to meet somewhere, Esther
failed to turn up—and since that day I have not been able to discover
what happened then or herwhereabouts now.Ourone common acquain-
tance, aRomanianwomanwho livedwithher husbandnot far fromwhere
I lived, didn’t know any more than I did; at least, that was what she said.

Although thosewere the days ofmass emigration from Iraq, therewere
very few Iraqi newcomers in the ulpan I attended.The reasons for that are
too complicated to go into here. Suffice it to say that, though armed with
a secondary school certificate and a letter of admittance from theHebrew
University, I had to bring a letter of recommendation fromGoitein before
I could register for the ulpan!

matchmaking made easy

One of the two Iraqi newcomers whom I remember meeting in the ulpan
was a girl in her early twenties by name of Mary, the other a youngman of
no special interest orappeal tome.NorwasMary for thatmatter, although
she did her very best to showme that shewas no less bright or intelligent
than the girls I seemed to be courting. And the truth was that she wasn’t.
Eager and a good learner, she also had quite a sense of humor—and was
full of life and its expectations. But I failed to be impressed or attracted—
at least for the duration of our Hebrew lessons. Subsequently, however,
after she and her parents moved to Ramat Gan and following Esther’s
disappearance, I wrote to her.We met one Saturday evening somewhere
near where she lived (I was staying with the Jijis).

Tomysurprise anddisappointment,Mary’s response towhat shemust
have known was a serious attempt at knowing her better, made with the
most ‘‘honorable’’ of intentions, was not quite up to my expectations—
and after a short correspondence (which I made a point of conducting
in English), we again lost sight of each other. Later I learned of her mar-
riage to somebank clerk.Many years laterwemet somewhere, andwhen I
learned that shewas on thepoint of getting a divorce, Imanaged to broach
the subject of our nonrelationship andwhat I thought was her large share
in not allowing a meaningful and perhaps lasting relationship to develop.
She admitted the charge, saying only that she had thought me too ‘‘self-
centered.’’

Inaway, therewasa fundamental inconsistency inmydecision tomarry
into my own community and social milieu. Not only did I think I was
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more at home in the society of Westerners, but I also had the feeling that
Iraqi girls and Iraqis in general tended to considerme some kind of queer
fish—bookish, overly preoccupied with ideas, not sufficiently modern,
and somewhat antisocial—and in any case not worldly enough. One of
the things that tended to disqualify me in a certain section of the society
was the fact that I had never bothered to learn to dance and took no part
in any sport. This put me in a very peculiar position. On the one hand,
no Iraqi Jewish girl whowas of the right age group and educated enough
to be considered eligible could be expected to be intellectual enough to
contemplate marriage to a man who had not taken the trouble to learn to
dance; on theotherhand, girlswhodidnot takenotice of such thingswere
usually not educated and came from a social class that was not normally
one with whose members I and my friends associated.

There was another difficulty. In 1956, when I finally felt I had better
settle down, I was coming up on thirty-two, an age that was not the most
convenient if you were looking for a wife of suitable age. A girl of what
age is suitable for aman of thirty-two?The question is not easy to answer,
and perhaps should not be asked at all, since the answer seems to differ
for each case. As far as I was concerned, although I made no hard and
fast rules about it, I felt that at such an age a difference of about ten years
would not be too great, but a girl over twenty-six would probably be a bit
too old unless an attachment should develop that was strong enough to
make all other considerations irrelevant.

It was quite a tricky situation. In Iraqi Jewish society, even after five
years of ‘‘modernization’’ in Israel, going out with a girl for any length
of time without a formal engagement was not a common practice. And
I felt that I had no time to spend on such complex affairs, especially in
Jerusalem, where the Iraqi community was small, counting out the old-
timers with whom I could find no common social or cultural language.
Besides, as the saying goes, all the nice girls had already got themselves
husbands, and girls under twenty-fivewere both too young and probably
too acculturated to the new society and the new social norms to be quite
acceptable or responsive enough.

I kept vaguely trying to find a way out, to try to decide on the person
with whom I would want to share a lifetime. One day in the summer of
1956, however, a sort of solution to this tricky problem presented itself.
It came in the form of an indirect suggestion made by my friend Aharon
Nathan. I hadknownAharon inBaghdadonly superficially,whenheused
to frequent the Al-Rabita Bookshop, usually looking for a classic or for
something recommended by the English teacher at the Shamash School,
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where he was preparing for the London matriculation. In Israel, I came
across him in the days when I attended the Hebrew University, where he
was taking a degree inMiddle Eastern studies—and at one stage I was in-
strumental in finding partial employment for him as a proofreader at the
Post.

In those early days of immigrant absorption, both Aharon and I lived
in theTalpiotmabara—hewith his father and three sisters, IwithMother
and Simha.This, however, was beforemy journey to Europe and before I
mademydecision about marriage and about the community intowhich I
wanted to marry. By the time I had decided, two of Aharon’s sisters were
already married and the third was somewhat too young, besides being
unresponsive.

By that time Aharon knewmewell enough to knowabout my personal
plans, and one day he toldme hewould like to introduceme to the family
of his eldest sister, Hanna; by that time they hadmoved from themabara
to a house in Arnona, a few dozen meters from Kibbutz Ramat Rahel. It
was the first time I had learned of the existence of that family, since there
hadbeennooccasion forAharon to tellme about it previously.Tobe sure,
he told me what the real aim of the visit would be, although he made it
clear that that was not the sole aim—namely, to make the acquaintance
of the family’s eldest daughter, Rachel-Dahlia, who was in her twenty-
fifth year and was working in some government office, doing something
with computers, which were then in their infancy, at least where Israel
was concerned.

The story of Rachel’s family was like that of any of thousands of Iraqi
Jewish families still groping their way in new and rather bewildering cir-
cumstances. Apart from Rachel—at home they insisted on calling her
Dahlia, her other name—there were two sons and two daughters, all but
one already out of school and working. My future father-in-law, Moshe,
who was my senior by probably no more than thirteen years, used to
work in the export-import business in Baghdad and earned a respect-
able enough living there to raise his children in fairly comfortable circum-
stances and send them to the best schools.

Rachel, being the firstborn, had just managed to finish her secondary
schooling before she came to Israel illegally in 1950, where she joined a
kibbutz while awaiting the arrival of her family.When the family arrived
the next year, however, she was forced to leave the kibbutz and take a job
to help pay for the family’s grocery bill. All seven members of the family
lived in a tin hut in theTalpiot mabara, then situated close to the border
with Jordan. Eventually, Moshe found a job in the accounts department
of theMinistryof Trade and Industry, the children started to go to school,
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and the elder of Rachel’s brothers and sisters found jobs and were earn-
ing somemoney. In themeantime, using savings andmoney from the sale
of some jewelry, the family rented a ground-floor flat, moved out of the
mabara, and started some sort of normal life again.

I did not know—and never bothered to ask—about Rachel’s previous
experiences, orwhether she hadhad any suitors. But in the course of long
talks we had during our excursions and inmy room, I was given to under-
stand that at least two of her brother Jacob’s friends had sought her hand,
and that for some reason or other she had declined. For the engagement,
officiated by her mother’s father, I gave her a ring, and we spent the few
months until theweddingmostly looking for a suitable place to live, since
my room was far too small.

However, when the appointed date approached, it became all too clear
that the wedding couldn’t take place: November 5, 1956, was only a few
days after the start of Operation Kadesh—the name given by Israel to the
war with Egypt in the Sinai—and I was doing reserve duty in the army.
Therewas some trepidation on both sides about the postponement—in-
terpreted as a bad omen—and in the endNovember 12 was set as the final
date. Itwas a verymodestwedding celebration—at theOhelMoedSyna-
gogue in Tel Aviv, where most of the relatives and friends invited could
come without too much trouble. The honeymoon lasted exactly seven
days—the seven days that the army agreed to grant me for the occasion.
We spentmost of it in a hotel near Ramat Gan, and the evenings we spent
visiting relatives and friends in the vicinity—an opportunity for the two
of us to meet and get to know each other’s family.

After spending some weeks in the crowdedness of my little room, we
finally moved to the two rooms we had taken in the German Colony for
key money (a payment for taking possession of the key to an apartment).
Theywere large enough rooms in themselves, andmymother was able to
stay on with us. Rachel had her job at the government Bureau of Statis-
tics, and I continued with my proofreading—and all of us waited for my
wife to becomepregnant! By that time I had acquired a large ancient type-
writer and was able to type my occasional articles and columns by day
while working afternoon or night shifts at the paper.

israel arabic broadcasts

Before I was released from my reserve duties, however, I was ordered by
the army to do work for the Arabic section of Israel Radio as part of my
service. As far as I was concerned, the arrangement could not have been
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more convenient, since I did thework in Jerusalem, in shifts, andwas thus
given an opportunity to spend more time at home and in normal social
activities.

When Lurie got wind of this, however, he at first became furious, and
then immediately saw his opportunity and seized it. He contacted the
paper’s lawyer and made sure that he was right to insist that the army
had no business employing reserve soldiers in civilian jobs as part of their
service; he then wrote to the army to that effect; and he finally started
sounding out the director of Arabic broadcasts, Shaul Bar-Haim, on the
possibilityof his takingmeonasa full-timenewseditor.Hewas to succeed
on all counts.

Dealing with me was a real problem for Lurie. Although my English
was good enough, as a proofreader I was reportedly not sufficiently care-
ful, and some errors were left in the stuff I read. On the other hand, from
what I had written for publication until then, he judged that I would be
rathermore thanmerely adequate as an analyst and commentatoronArab
affairs, someonewhom the paper needed desperately, since their salaried
Arab affairs man was deemed unqualified for the task. Lurie’s idea was
that I should either replace him or become the paper’s Arab affairs ana-
lyst as a freelancer. What tended to complicate matters was that shortly
before the Suez War, Lurie had finally decided to move me to the edito-
rial department as subeditor, both to encourage me towrite more articles
and to appease his chief proofreader, who had been complaining about
my performance.

In the editorial department, however, although no one complained
about thequalityofmywork as copyeditor,my superiors said Iwas rather
slow—and for all I knew theywere probably right. Lurie thus found him-
self in a pretty tricky situation. He could not very well antagonize me by
simply giving me the sack; he could not force the editorial department
to keep me; he was determined that his Arab affairs man either leave the
paper or else continue to be content with merely monitoring Arab news;
andhewas not about to employan additionalman to do the job of analyst-
commentator on these affairs. For all these reasons, Lurie decided that
the best way was for me to work for the Arabic radio.

He won his case with the army easily enough. But another develop-
ment having to dowithArabic broadcasts intervened in his favor. Follow-
ing the Sinai campaign and the apparently resounding victory for Egypt
under Abdel Nasser, the powers that be suddenly became aware of the
importance of these Israeli broadcasts, and decided to expand them very
considerably. For this there was a need for people who knew Arabic well
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enough to edit news, write talks, and produce programs. As a matter of
fact, it was this that had led the army to post me at the radio station.

When the army found that it couldn’t continue with this, the radio
people offered to employ me temporarily on a shift basis, and I agreed—
without, however, terminatingmy relations with thePost as an employee.
This arrangement continued for a short time only, and in the spring of
1957 I was formally appointed a news editor in Kol Yisrael’s (theVoice of
Israel’s)Arabic section.Luriehadgood reason tobepleasedwithhimself,
and I, having actually lost nothing by the arrangement, started contrib-
uting more regularly to the paper, and also filling in for its Arab affairs
reporter, GideonWeigert, when he was on leave.

As a kind of summing up, I wrote Lurie a letter dated January 1, 1957:

Following your suggestion the other day re: the possibility of using

material broadcast over our Arabic radio, I have just had a meeting

with Shaul Bar-Haim on the subject. It appears that there are three

groups of material which can be of use to us:

1. Political talks written by people who have access to special
information.
2. Army intelligence handouts which can be cooked and served as
substantial background stories.
3. Extracts from newspapers and broadcasts in Arabic.

Needless to say, any or all of the above material can just be re-

ported as coming from Kol Yisrael Arabic broadcasts or ‘‘an official

spokesman’’ or such. However, the deciding must be made by you,

and I await further instructions.

Luriewas quite happy with the arrangement—as indeed he should’ve
been! Luriewas in fact killing two birds with one stone—finding what he
thought was a decent way of easingWeigert out of his job and having me
as a part-time Arab affairs analyst and commentator.

Thearrangementworked fairly smoothly: I contributedmyweeklycol-
umn, ‘‘TheMiddle East Scene,’’ under the pen nameAmnon Bartur, and
at the same time dischargedmyduties as news editor at theArabic section
of Kol Yisrael.

Thiswent on for nearly a year and a half, duringwhich the only hitches
I recall wereWeigert’s complaints to the JournalistsAssociation and some
mysterious protestations from the Mossad—no less!—that in my Bartur
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reports I was using material and information that were strictly secret and
thatnevertheless somehowreachedme.Theseclaims I foundvastlyamus-
ing,notonlybecause theyhadabsolutelyno foundation in fact, but also—
and chiefly—because I thought they reflected upon the sources theMos-
sad had for its ‘‘secret’’ information regarding theArab scene. After all, all
my sources were limited to Arab radio broadcasts and the few Jordanian
newspapers published practically next door, in Arab Jerusalem.

editor in chief

Some time in 1958 another development came up. By then Rachel was
expecting, Mother continued to keep house, and things seemed to have
settledmore or less nicely for us. In themeantime, too, our uncle Aharon
Nathan (he is quite a few years my junior and only five years older than
Rachel) had been working in the office of the primeminister’s advisor on
Arab affairs, at that time Shmuel (Ziama) Divon. In 1958, he became one
of Divon’s two assistants—the other being Uri Lubrani.

It was during the last few months of Divon’s service that the outcry
came for a drastic change at the semiofficial Arabic daily Al Yawm, and
acting on a cue from the then director-general of the prime minister’s
office, Teddy Kollek, Aharon started sounding me out about taking up
the job of the paper’s editor in chief. It was of course understood that the
paper’s budget would be increased and that I was first to plan the nec-
essary changes, which included, besides expansion and improvement of
services, the drastic step of making the paper a morning newspaper.The
offer also entailed our moving toTel Aviv, since there was no question of
moving the paper to Jerusalem or, alternatively, of mydoing the jobwhile
continuing to reside in Jerusalem.

Itwasaverydifficultdecision tohave tomake.Theproswereasweighty
as the cons—or so it seemed tome at the time. On the one hand, the shift
implied a considerable increase inmy salaryand a certain improvement in
status; it also meant the end of the drudgery of news editing at the radio,
where I was not exactly happy with the way things were conducted gen-
erally. There were, in addition, no political strings attached. Although I
neverwas amemberof the ruling party,Mapai (the IsraelWorkers’ Party),
no questions were asked on that score. Tel Aviv, too, had its attractions,
and by that time I felt I had had enough of Jerusalem.

On the other hand, I felt that by then I was somehow on the right
road—fast becoming an acknowledged authority on Arab affairs, writing
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as a freelancer not only for the Jerusalem Post but also for some peri-
odicals abroad, including Commentary, one of whose editors—George
Lichtheim (former writer of the London Letters for the Post)—had in-
vited me to contribute an article and had duly published it. My friend
AharonAmirhadalso just launchedhisquarterly,Keshet (Rainbow), and I
beganwriting forhimsome stuff thatwent considerablybeyondwhatnor-
mally went by the name of journalism—real heavyweight papers on such
subjects as Arab nationalism, the Muslim Brethren, and the modernist
movement in Islam.

I also had an offer through my friend Alfred (Alef ) Sherman—whom
I hadmet at thePost andwho knewElie from the London School of Eco-
nomics—to do a book jointly with him on someArab ideological subject.
However, although I felt that taking the job at Al Yawm was tantamount
to asking for trouble, I must admit that these were vague feelings. In the
end a combination of factors led me to give my consent, factors having to
domainlywith the challenge that I saw in the assignment and thematerial
improvements that the new job was bound to bring with it.

I had my first taste of the shape of things to come quite early in the
proceedings—and had I been a little more careful, a little smarter, or a
little more far-sighted, it would have been enough to keep me away from
the job. As I mentioned, despite the fact that the funds for Al Yawm came
from the primeminister’s office, the Histadrut (the national labor federa-
tion) had a strong foothold in it: Al Yawm’s editor,Michael Assaf, and his
assistant, Tawfiq Shamosh.When the idea was discussed of making far-
reaching changes, therefore, the Histadrut was considered a legitimate
party to the deliberations, especially since it had hinted that it intended
to contribute to the increased subsidy.

It was thus deemed suitable for me to have an interview withMr. Reu-
ben Barkat, the chairman of the Histadrut’s political department. An ap-
pointment was arranged, and one afternoon I went to see him at the labor
federation’s headquarters in Tel Aviv. I was totally unprepared, and was
taken quite by surprise when he opened by saying something about the
paper’s becoming aHistadrut organ, implying ever so subtly that thatwas
not exactly the same as being a semiofficial paper. I mobilized what pres-
ence of mind I had and mumbled something to the effect that I saw no
basic contradiction there, and that at least as far as local Arab affairs were
concerned, I really could detect no difference in approach between the
government and the Histadrut.

Barkat was shrewd enough not to press the point any further, and we
parted fairly amicably. A week or so later I was chatting with Lurie one
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afternoon about an idea for a leader, and he suddenly mentioned some-
thing about AlYawm, sayingheunderstood that I had rejected the offer—
he did not even try to hide his pleasure at the development.When I asked
himhowhe knew I had rejected the offer, he said he hadbeen told about it
by no less aman thanUri Lubrani, who by thenwas in the active stages of
replacing Divon as the prime minister’s advisor on Arab affairs. Lubrani,
it soon transpired,was toldbyBarkat that Iwasnot interested in the job—
and thematter would have rested there hadLurie not been shockedwhen
I told him that I had said nothing to give Barkat that impression, and that
in fact I was still interested in the job.

Lurie then telephoned Lubrani and related to him my version of that
interview with Barkat, thereupon restarting the ball rolling. Apparently
the prime minister’s office, then run almost single-handedly by Teddy
Kollek, went on with the negotiations despite the Histadrut’s objections
to my appointment, deciding to go it alone as far as budgetary consider-
ations were concerned. For my part, although I had nothing against the
Histadrut as such, Iwas reallyannoyedathowBarkathadapparently tried
to prevent my appointment. I thought it was repulsive, and was thus glad
that the Histadrut was out of it.

I was to be proved wrong on both counts. For repulsive as Barkat’s
stratagem seemed to me to be at the time, it was nothing compared to
what was to come. Moreover, the Histadrut never really remained out of
it, even for a moment; what it wanted was just to gain time. There were
two possibilities, according to its calculations.The job of renovating and
enlarging Al Yawm—and turning it into a morning paper—was so diffi-
cult that my failure was inevitable, after which it would be able easily to
take over publication. Or the operation would succeed, and it would find
another way to call the shots. In any event, the operation did succeed—
and the Histadrut did find a way of taking almost total control.

It is remarkable howparty functionaries in Israel tend to survive—and
prevail—against all odds. Sometime in 1960 Reuben Barkat was ousted
by Histadrut Secretary-General Pinchas Lavon during the peak days of
the so-calledLavonAffair, anaked strugglebetween theHistadrut and the
government.The conflict originated in a ‘‘securitymishap,’’ the blame for
which had been placed on Lavon while he served as minister of defense
in the early 1950s.

Theso-calledmishaphad todowithcertainactsof sabotage that Israeli
agents had directed against a number of American institutions in Cairo,
with a view to creating tension and discord between Washington and
Cairo.The operation was executed in such an amateurish way, and sub-
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sequently failed so dismally, that no one in Tel Aviv was willing to take
responsibility. As minister of defense, Lavon, however, was held respon-
sible, and was accordingly demoted to the job of Histadrut secretary-
general.Whilewaiting for the dust to settle, Lavon entrenched himself in
the monstrous Histadrut citadel, and a few years later he reopened the
case in public, now blaming David Ben-Gurion for what he said was a
total fabrication against himself.

The house of labor became fiercely divided upon itself, and Barkat, a
longtime faithful follower of the party’s machine, apparently sided with
Ben-Gurion’s camp. Lavon promptly sacked him, together with certain
of his stooges. Equally promptly, Barkat was rehabilitated by the party,
and became secretary of Mapai.

As far as I am able to discover, it was Barkat who first actively tried to
get me out of the way. It all started with a Marginal Column I had writ-
ten for the Post; it was given a title not of my doing—‘‘Non-Ashkenazi
Justice’’ (August 13, 1963).

But first a few words about Al Yawm, its checkered history, and the
circumstances leading to my becoming so deeply—and disastrously—
involved in it.

Al Yawm was launched sometime in late 1948 by a group of estab-
lishment Arabists, and its editorship was entrusted to Michael Assaf. A
lifelong Mapai member and Histadrut ideologist, Assaf was officially the
Arabaffairs commentator for theHistadrut’sdaily,Davar,butwasalso re-
sponsible for anArabicweekly theHistadrut had been putting out,Haqi-
qat el Amr (TheTruth of theMatter). SinceAssaf couldnot, because of his
limited knowledge of Arabic and because of the time required to do both
jobs, do all the work himself, he used the services of a younger man, an
associate of his and Histadrut employee by the name of Toubia (Tawfiq)
Shamosh. Both Assaf and Shamosh were answerable, at least formally,
to whoever happened to head the Histadrut’s political and Arab depart-
ments, which always had the same boss, although the latter department
was ‘‘managed’’ by some trusted Arabic-literate employee of the federa-
tion.When Al Yawmwas launched,Assaf naturally became editor in chief
and Shamosh, his ‘‘editorial secretary’’—the Israeli equivalent of a man-
aging editor or executive editor.

There was, in reality, not much for real live reporters or even editors
to do at the paper. Conveniently appearing at noontime, Al Yawm con-
sisted of four tabloid pages: three carried summarized and often carica-
tured versions of the main news stories from that samemorning’sDavar,
minus various items judged too sensitive to bring to the notice of theArab



66 outsider in the promised land

readers, plus a few usually dated short reports from stringers in the larger
villages, reporting mainly on visits from some government official, the
building of a road or a school, and similar stories of a ‘‘positive’’ nature.
Some space was also given to summaries of articles on the Arab world
written by Assaf for Davar, rare letters from readers, even rarer original
contributions, as well as a weekly literary page in which some of the poets
and writers who were subsequently to be the leading ones in the field—
Rashid Hussein and Mahmud Darwish among them—made their first
appearance.

As the Arab population gradually achieved greater education and po-
litical awareness, however, Al Yawm became increasingly unpopular, and
in fact was treated as a laughingstock by the same intelligentsia that it
was supposed to serve and give expression to. Moreover, the two politi-
cal parties of the left, the Communists andMapam (the UnitedWorkers’
Party),were alreadyproducingArabic-languagenewspapers that, though
neither was a daily, looked far more like proper journalistic enterprises
than Al Yawm ever managed to do—and that also employed and printed
contributions by Arab writers and publicists. Faced with this state of af-
fairs and overwhelmed by criticism of the scope and policies of the paper
and its professional standards, the office of the prime minister’s advisor
on Arab affairs was finally moved to do something about it.

The reason why that office had to take action was simple: although
the paper was actually run byHistadrut hacks, and its general orientation
was decided by the federation’s Arabic Department, the money was paid
from government funds, specifically from the budget of the prime min-
ister’s advisor on Arab affairs. And so, some eight years after its launch,
Al Yawm was finally judged ripe for drastic changes, and the search for a
new editor and a new format started.

However, once I stopped drawing a regular salary from the Post, my
relations with Lurie improved, and apparently my pieces became some-
thing of an attraction. As far as real knowledge of what was then going on
in the Arab world was concerned, mine must have been a classic case of
learning while doing, my main initial contribution to the field being no
more than a certain felicity of expression and a refusal to say things that
were either insufficiently backed by facts or amere repetition of what had
already been said hundreds of times by others.The method worked, and
it worked so well that I myself was surprised.

My contributions to the Jerusalem Post in those days fell into four
categories: one Marginal Column a week under my own name; a Friday
article, ‘‘The Middle East Scene,’’ featuring the week’s main event and
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signed ‘‘Amnon Bartur’’; one or two unsigned leading articles on Arab
andMiddle Eastern affairs; and book reviews. It was only in my book re-
views that I allowedmyself the privilege ofwriting about things that really
interestedme—general cultural subjects, intellectual trends, novels, Jew-
ish topics and books on Arab and Middle East subjects.This helped me
keep in touch with literary, cultural, and intellectual trends in the world
as awhole. I also accepted an assignment to do a columnof short reviews,
which the paper used to run under the heading ‘‘Round the Bookshops.’’

My work for the radio as a news editor, since it was done in shifts and
thus tied me to the place for no specified hours of the day, helped me in
these rather hectic activities. Apart from my work for the radio and my
regular contributions to the Post, I was able to accept other small assign-
ments—articles for the American Jewish Congress’sCongress Biweekly, a
serious contribution to an anthology of Middle East studies then being
prepared byWalter Laqueur for Routledge, some translations, and con-
tributions to local publications in English.



Chapter 5 The levantinism scare

jacqueline kahanoff

The only fan letter I remember writing went to
JacquelineKahanoff.Thiswas in the springof 1958,

when the newly published Israel supplement ofThe Jewish Frontier (the
journal of theLaborZionistAlliance) carried an articlewith the intriguing
title ‘‘Reflections of a Levantine.’’

The piece was written by Mrs. Kahanoff in defense of the much-
maligned ‘‘Levantine,’’ and the thrust of her argument was that European
Zionists,whohadbeenset apart inEuropeasa foreign,Orientalpeople—
‘‘Levantines’’—and had retained their Jewish identity by remaining un-
assimilated, would have been expected to return to the Holy Land as if
returning to the Semitic, Levantine, Oriental world in which the Jewish
people had its roots. That the very opposite had occurred—that these
menhad actually rejected theLevant and its peoples—was a paradox that
Jacqueline Kahanoff could not easily comprehend.

In her opinion, those European Israelis who were constantly voicing
fears of ‘‘Levantinization’’ and ‘‘Orientalization’’ and extolling thevirtues
of Western civilization and Western culture had forgotten ‘‘that the ex-
ploitation of colonial peoples, race prejudice, death camps and nuclear
warfare are also part of Western civilization.’’ Their attitude, she thought,
reflected ‘‘a lack of cultural re-evaluation of themselves in the light of their
tragic experience inEuropewhich ended inmass extermination and their
presence in a State of Israel planted on the outer fringe of a vociferously
anti-European and anti-Western world.’’

Needless to say, at a time when the so-called Levantines were being
shamed into disowning their cultural distinctiveness, such ideas as those
put forward by Kahanoff I found refreshing and welcome in the extreme.
Eventually Iwas todiscover that,whateverelse itwasbeingmade tomean,
the appellation ‘‘Levantine’’ suited Jacqueline Kahanoff superbly—both
in the geographical and cultural sense.
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How else can one describe a Jewish woman who was born in Cairo
of an Iraqi father and a Tunisian mother, got her schooling in a French
school in the Egyptian capital yet managed to speak not a word of Ara-
bic, studied in Paris, lived andworked in theUnited States, wrote a novel
in English, married a Cairo-born Jew of Russian extraction, and came to
Israel in themid-1950s tofindherself defending thecauseof theLevantine
underdog?

By far the best and weightiest of Jacqueline’s writings were first pub-
lished in theHebrewquarterlyKeshet. It was also in 1958 that I drewAha-
ronAmir’s attention to herwork and arranged ameeting between them. It
was just after the first issue of Keshet had come out, and the meeting took
place in our tiny residence in the German Colony in Jerusalem. In the
second issue of themagazine, the first of her autobiographical sketches—
‘‘A Generation of Levantines’’—was published in Amir’s own Hebrew
translation. Apart from the rest of this series, virtually all the essays she
wrote were to appear in Keshet, including her detailed and moving long
piece, ‘‘ToDie aModernDeath,’’ in which she described the death of her
father in a home for the aged in Tel Aviv. A few of her other essays and
articles were published in a variety of Hebrew papers and periodicals,
especially Maariv and the woman’s magazine At.

In a preface that he contributed to a collection of her essays published
after her untimely death in 1980, Amir rightly points out that Jacqueline
Kahanoff ’s essays and recollections became hallmarks of his quarterly, an
avenue to the hearts of sensitive and discriminating readers of the maga-
zine. And indeed the collection was welcomed in literary and cultural
circles in Israel with warmth and enthusiasm—deservedly, if only as a
possible means of introducing a new Israeli generation to a world and a
culture that it was taught to underestimate and denigrate.

The correspondence that followedmy original fan letter to Jacqueline
was rather short, sincewewere soon tomove to Ramat Gan, where meet-
ings and dinnerswere to take place fairly regularly, almost alwayswith the
participation of Aharon and his charming first wife, Hanna.The follow-
ing are extracts from two of the few letters Jacqueline wrote to me while
we were still in Jerusalem.

May 28, 1958

Dear Mr. Rejwan:

First let me tell you how very much I appreciated your letter and

your response to the article in the Jewish Frontier. Oddly enough . . .
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as a faithful reader of your editorials in the Jerusalem Post, while I

wrote the article I often thought of them and of the difference in our

point of view, and wondered if we would ever meet to discuss these

ideas which have consequence in which we are all involved. I am very

happy that the opportunity has now come . . .

To return to your letter. You have touched on the weak spot of my

article. I frankly admit it and feel this more now than a year ago when

I wrote the article. Yet I don’t think that the M.E. [Middle East] is

only a matter of Arab States vs. Israel, but of other minorities too.

Very much depends on politics, I know, and these are real worries.

My point of view is speculative and can be mistaken. It is that after

the present fury, there might be a reaction towards a great many of

the good things in the Levantine tradition because politics will not

completely change people. Just to take the example of Nasser, he had

not become so that he killed the Jews in Egypt, he let them come to

Israel, knowing that after all they would serve in the Army here. He

and his consorts are still Levantine enough not to apply the extreme

logical consequences of these beliefs, and I know, at least from my

parents who have recently come, that in Egypt itself opinion is not all

of a piece—nor for that matter is it in the FLN [Front for National

Liberation, an Algerian political party set up in Egypt]. My point

is that we and our neighbors may rediscover that not everything in

the Levantine was bad, they have to discover that, and we can’t force

them to. But I don’t think it helps that we should ignore either the

real problems which led them to their actual revolt which is anti-

Levantine and anti-European, nor that this might be a way through

which another generation might find a way to speak of the possi-

bility of a common way of feeling and not be dismissed at the outset

as inferior and undesirable and impossible. I do not know, nor do I

think there is a clear Yes or No. But I do know that had I been born

Moslem I would have been pro-Nasser now as a necessary reaction to

the last 50 years, and having then another set of values. I would have

reacted against these extremes. I suppose this is confused dashed off

from a cafe table—but maybe we can discuss this further. I am much

looking forward to meeting you.

best regards,

jacqueline s. kahanoff
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June 12, 1958

Dear Nissim,

I really feel embarrassed for not having written to you sooner as I

had the intention of doing to tell you how glad I was to meet you and

your wife and to thank you both for the very pleasant and interesting

evening . . .

I also enjoyed meeting your friends and hearing what they feel

here in Israel. I think there ought to be some form of action or pres-

sure because that’s how things get done in the modern world. But it

should have a neutral and appealing name. After all a lobby or pres-

sure group is never called that way.The American oil lobby is called

I think the American-Arab Friendship League.This might be called

the Association for Cultural Advancement—with a membership

open to all. The first thing is not to be put on the defensive about

‘‘separatism.’’ What do you think? . . .

aharon amir and keshet

Despite ourbasic differences of opinion,AharonAmirand Ibecamegood
friends, and throughout the eleven years that I and the family spent in
Ramat Gan, our social life very often intermingledwith that of the Amirs.
Theywere invitedpractically toevery social functionwegave;wewentout
to eat together, often to the little Iraqiplace inRamatGancalledShemesh;
and on a fewoccasionswewent together to a nightclub in Jaffa’s entertain-
ment center. There was real friendship between Rachel and Amir’s first
wife, Hanna, and my continued association with Keshet, which Aharon
edited, gave us an added reason to be together fairly frequently.

Amir had started Keshet as a cultural quarterly some time in 1957—
and already in the first issue I had a contribution, aHebrew translation of
my article ‘‘Arab Nationalism in Search of Ideology,’’ which had just ap-
peared inThe Middle East inTransition, a book of essays edited byW. Z.
Laqueur and published in England byRoutledge. At first Aharon did not
like the article, but on showing it to his then editorial secretary, Hedda
Boshes, he changed his mind—and apologized at length for his earlier
judgment! In the second issue, however, I offered him an original contri-
bution, to mymind an even weightier one, on theMuslim Brethren. And
after that, what with my growing interest in the study of modern Islam
and the roots of the nationalist movement in Egypt and in the Arabworld
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generally, my contributions continued, covering such a wide variety of
subjects as surveys of the religious thought of Jamaleddin al-Afghani and
Muhammad Abdu, the rise of Egyptian nationalism, the cultural upsurge
that followed the modernist movement of Afghani and his followers, Ibn
Khaldun andhis philosophyof history, and even an article on the commu-
nal problem in Israel—an incomplete rendering of my Midstream article
‘‘Israel’s Communal Controversy.’’

Amir ‘‘did’’ Keshet virtually single-handedly—taking care of the edit-
ing, translating, proofreading, assembling of pages, advertising, and pro-
moting. And this in addition to the huge volume of translations he had
to do to earn a living. Amir was in fact one of the two best translators I
was fortunate to have for the occasional article or review that I chose to
publish in Hebrew.The other was Boaz Evron, who, for a brief period of
time, worked as literary editor of the evening dailyYediot Aharonot.With
the exception of two appearances that I made in the bimonthly Amot—
published by the American Jewish Committee and edited throughout its
short and stormy existence by Shlomo Grodzenski—practically all the
occasional journalism and book reviews I published inHebrewappeared
in Keshet andYediot Aharonot.

During Evron’s literary editorship of the latter, he somehow managed
to have a long review-article of mine in his pages practically every week.
I once asked him how he managed to translate them while also doing the
work usually involved in editing the book pages. His reply was so flatter-
ing that I record it here onlywith some embarrassment.He said: ‘‘Nissim,
believe me when I tell you that translating an article of yours takes me
considerably less time and trouble than editing an average Hebrew piece
of the same length and putting it in good shape for the typesetters.’’ Not
particularly disliking praise, I made sure hemeant what I thought he did!

I had only a few quarrels with Amir over editorial policy or contents.
He printed my article on the ethnic problem after a certain amount of
hesitation—and then only after hemademe agree to take out the first few
paragraphs dealing with Kalman Katznelson’s notorious The Ashkenazi
Revolution. Otherwise, faithful to his Canaanite creed though he con-
tinued to be, he refrained from narrow sectarianism and dogmatism and
produced a fairly open cultural and literary platform. However, from my
long association with him and from the innumerable occasions on which
we discussed the matter, I came to the conclusion that Amir’s recipe for
Keshetwasavery shrewdand intelligentone.Althoughheprobablywould
not have published anydirect attack on theYoungHebrews’ ideology (or
perhaps he would have, on the assumption that even such a piece would
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serve the cause in some way), his outlook was so broad that he managed
to detect some ‘‘positive’’ aspect in practically everything he published.

I have never stopped marveling at this aspect of Amir’s conduct as
Keshet’s editor. For one thing, it showed a welcome broadness of vision;
for another, more significant consideration, his policy seemed to me to
signify a measure of self-confidence and a strength of belief in his own
way and outlook that were rarely encountered in doctrinaires and true
believers. Another aspect of his approach and his way of trying to make
virtually everything serve his ideological purposes was the care he took
when translating for the quarterly: hewas diligent about using words and
expressions drawn from pre-Judaic Hebrew (and not fromRabbinic He-
brew), thus reflecting theHebrewof theoldHebrews, ofwhomtheYoung
ones were supposed to be the inheritors.

Not that he gave up themore practical aspects of the good fight. In the
early 1960s, coming to anunderstandingwith at least someof his old com-
rades in the movement—notably Dr. Ezra Sohar and Adia Gurevitch—
he founded the so-called ‘‘Hebrew Thought Club,’’ a discussion group
meeting once every fortnight (at the premises of Am Ha-Sefer, the pub-
lishing house owned by Amir’s father and run by himself ) to deal with
somepolitico-cultural topic thought to be of relevance either to the affairs
of the dayor to ‘‘Hebrew thought’’ or both. I used to attend themeetings,
and on one occasion I took it upon myself to give the opening presen-
tation. The subject was Arab nationalism and Pan-Arabism, and in it I
expounded my views on what I considered the basically Pan-Arab ori-
entation of the Zionist establishment in Israel and how it had come to
pass that the last of the Pan-Arabs were then sitting in the Israeli Foreign
Ministry in Jerusalem!

The paper was received with enthusiasm by Sohar and by Amir, who
were particularly anxious to enroll me in their group. But it was evident,
as it had been almost a decade before, that my views and those of the
Canaanites coincided only up to a point; after that point, our paths parted
in most meaningful senses. Shortly after my leaving the editorship of Al
Yawm, in fact, a delegation comprising the three big shots of the move-
ment—orof that part of it that wasworking under the guise of the club—
came to see me at our home in Ramat Gan, hoping to persuade me to get
organizationally more involved in their activity, for what it was. But all I
could do was to repeat my old and familiar argument with Amir.

In anyevent, even that tiny bandof three ageingYoungHebrewswas to
bedismantledbecause of equally tinydifferences of opinion. It is, afterall,
in the nature of all such small and highly ideologically oriented groups to
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be torn by such differences. Death, too, eventually played a certain part:
Gurevitch died, Ezra Sohar turned his attention to more practical goals
and submitted his candidacy to the Knesset as the leader of a small group
concerned mainly with taxes and the quality of life, and Amir continued
inhis chosenpath as a solitaryfighter for the goodold cause, turningmore
and more to original writing, although he had to go on with his work as
a professional translator. During 1980 and 1981, in fact, you could hardly
leaf through the literary pages of any local newspaper without coming
across Amir’s name, as either author or translator of at least one of the
titles mentioned or reviewed.

fashioning a ‘‘national minority’’

Shortly after taking up the editorship of Al Yawm, in April 1959, I found
myself increasingly exposed to the variety of dilemmas and issues com-
prised in what is known as the problem of the Arabs of Israel. The ex-
posure sprang largely from my day-to-day contact with what was virtu-
ally a new generation of Israeli Arabs—journalists, poets, teachers, and
intellectuals who had hardly reached the age of ten when the state was
established in 1948. Partly, too, it was due to the way that I found myself
looking at the problem: simply as one part of the more general issue of
Israel’s bewildering posture as a self-styled ‘‘European,’’ or ‘‘Western,’’
country—despite the fact that, on the one hand, over half of its people
wereMiddle Easterners, and, on the other, it is situated in the heart of the
Arab area and surrounded by Arabs.

MyquarrelwithMapam (theUnitedWorkers’ Party), for instance,was
not that it was wooing Arab voters by bandying about Arab nationalist
concepts anddoctrines; the real reasonwas that,while pretending to offer
Israel’s Arabs more than the ruling Mapai party did, they would not or
could not compromise on one cardinal issue—namely, defining Israel as
a Jewish state and its nationality as Jewish.What I considered even more
objectionable was that, in reality, the kind of ethnic nationalism that they
advocated among the Arabs followed the same ideological lines as did
the nationalism advocated by all Zionist parties, not excludingMapam—
Pan-Jews wooing and commiserating with Pan-Arabs, so to speak. I took
up this subject in a few columns I wrote for the Post in 1961–1964:

My central thesis was that in their attempt to discredit the Communists,

Mapam spokesmen used two sets of charges—one meant for the Jewish
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and the other for the Arab voter. On the one hand, they accused the Com-

munist Partyof the cardinal sin of ‘‘hypocrisy’’; to the Jews of Israel it says

that theCommunists arewilling to cooperatewithMapamdespite the two

parties’ different attitudes towards Zionism, and that its Arabic organ, Al

Ittihad, condemns Zionism and ‘‘Zionist parties fromMapam to Herut.’’

Again, whereas for Mapam’s Hebrew organ the Communists’ chief

drawback was their anti-Zionist agitation, for its Arabic daily their real

offencewas their anti-Nasserist stand.To put it briefly, to the Jew,Mapam

says that theCommunists are anti-Zionist and should therefore not get his

vote; to the Arab it says that they are anti-Nasserist, and therefore anti–

Arab nationalist and unworthyof his vote.TheCommunists, in turn, take

pains to explain to their Arab reader thatMapam is merely a Zionist party

like all other Zionist parties and that it would therefore be criminal to give

it his vote! . . .

(‘‘What Price a Vote?’’, june 6, 1961)

At some point in the early 1960s I finally came to the conclusion that
something was basically wrong with Israeli society’s attitudes toward the
out-groups living in its midst and actually surrounding it on all sides.
I refer, of course, to the so-called ‘‘Sephardi Jews,’’ the Arabs of Israel,
and the Middle Eastern world as a whole. Not being the fighting type, I
felt no inclination to confront the phenomenon face-to-face, expose it, or
proceed to wage a private holy war. Instead, I often tried to express my
dissatisfaction andmy general outlook in oblique, indirect ways. In book
reviews, in columns, and in general articles I tended to choose topicswith
some relevance, hidden oropen, to the situation that I was facing and that
I thought the society as awhole ought to confront and tackle squarely and
unambiguously.

I cannot now recall the precise state of mind in which I found myself
when I first read Czeslaw Milosz’s The Captive Mind—whether I per-
ceived an analogy between the situation he described in the book and in
my own situation as I saw it.The fact remains, however, that I found the
book sufficiently interesting for me to devote a column to it—with spe-
cial reference to a chapter in whichMilosz made references to ‘‘ketman,’’
a concept that in the circumstances I found both fascinating and relevant.
Excerpts:

Theword ‘‘ketman’’ occurs for the first time inWestern writing in a book

by the notorious Comte de Gobineau, who spent many years in Persia in

the 1850s, first as secretary in the French Legation and then as Minister.
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In his book, Religions and Philosophies of Central Asia,Gobineau gives a

brief account of ketman—which seems to be a Persian corruption of the

Arabic kitman, meaning reserve or secretiveness.

The people of theMussulman East, Gobineau writes, believe that ‘‘he

who is in possession of truth must not expose his person, his relatives or

his reputation to the blindness, the folly, and the perversityof thosewhom

it has pleased God to place and maintain in error.’’ One must, therefore,

keep silent about one’s true convictions as long as possible. Nevertheless,

saysGobineau, ‘‘there areoccasionswhen silenceno longer suffices,when

it may pass as an avowal.’’ In which case one must not hesitate to take the

plunge and pass to what may be termed active ketman.

Not only must one deny one’s true opinion, Gobineau continues, de-

scribing this variety of ketman, ‘‘but one is commanded to resort to all

ruses in order to deceive one’s adversary. One makes all the protestations

of faith that can please him, one performs all the rites one recognizes to

be the most vain, one falsifies one’s own books, one exhausts all possible

means of deceit.’’

The satisfactions and merits of such a course of action are multiple:

By practising ketman one places oneself and one’s relatives under cover,

saves a venerable faith (one’s own) from the horrible contact of the infidel,

and cheats the latter and confirms him in his error, imposing on him the

shame and spiritual misery that he deserves.

Moreover, we are told, ‘‘ketman fills the man who practises it with

pride. Thanks to it, a believer raises himself to a permanent state of su-

periority over the man he deceives, be he a minister of state or a powerful

king . . . It is an unintelligent being that youmake sport of; it is a dangerous

beast that you disarm.What a wealth of pleasure!’’

(quoted in czeslaw milosz,The Captive Mind, pp. 54–55)

Following this short introduction, I wrote:

Analogies between Islamic ketman and the ketman of 20th Century

Europe are drawn by Milosz in connection with the state of the intellec-

tuals in the People’s Democracies today, especially in his own country,

Poland.But ketman, or somevarietyof it, seems tobe common to all totali-

tarian regimes, and its practice in the modern Arab East is extremely, and

understandably, widespread.

Nowhere is this more evident than it is in Egypt which, having for de-

cades been the acknowledged centre of Arabic and Islamic culture, pro-

duced during the twenties, thirties and forties a great number of scholars
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and writers who held pronouncedly liberal views and openly looked on

Europe as a model and an example to emulate. When the army officers

made their advent in 1952 and chose the path of chauvinism and xeno-

phobia, the old-time intellectual leaders had to go into a kind of mental

hiding.

Thisproved tobegoodenough for the timebeing, andmen likeAhmad

Lutfi al-Sayyid, Taha Hussein, Tawfiq al-Hakim and Abbas Mahmoud

al-Aqqad managed to keep out of harm’s reach by mostly maintaining

silence about their true opinions and by occasionally throwing in a good

word about the regime. But what with the bitterness of the Syrian debacle

and the feverish drive towards ‘‘Arab Socialism’’ this does not seem to be

adequate any longer, and there are clear signs that a sort of literary purge

is already on.

That simple, amateurish ketman can no longer save a man’s skin is

shown, among many other examples, in a fierce polemic published in

Cairo’s leading political weekly, Rose el Yussuf, on November 27, 1961.

The article, entitled ‘‘Armchair Socialism,’’ is a vicious attack on a book

calledCooperative Democratic Socialism, which appears to be a truly in-

genious piece of ketman.The author, whose name is not given, is said to

have written a devastating critique of the socialist doctrine while seem-

inglydefendingNasser’s socialist measures—andwas awarded a national

book prize into the bargain . . .

(‘‘Varieties of Ketman,’’ december 26, 1960)

communal issue to the fore

Thiswas not the first column inwhich I tried to introduce amore serious,
almost philosophical note to the subjects that really interestedmeand that
were then, in Israel, usually treated as caprices or just a family quarrel—
or, far worse, as side issues raised by peoplewho had one or another kind
of axe to grind.The column for which I chose the title ‘‘Self-Propagating
Malady’’wasoneof these.Forone reasonorother, thePostdidnotpublish
it. I give excerpts from it here, following one published exactly a month
earlier, as the two also reflect the kind of intellectual pursuits that were
and continue to be my chosen sphere.

Since that day in the autumn of 1951 when, deciding that the Hebrew I

had picked up in the Ulpan was enough to enable me to plough through

a Hebrew daily, we bought our first copy of Ha�aretz, I have always been
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wonderingwho reads all those solid stacks of unrelieved columns of print

which continue to make up the Friday ‘‘supplements’’ of the Hebrew

Press. The idea that the week-end issue of a daily can be offered as an

adequate substitute for a weekly journal was still quite foreign to me, but

with the passage of time—andwith the continued absence ofweekly jour-

nals of opinion to fill the need—I became used to the anomaly. And so,

grumbling as always, I applied myself one Friday early in 1962 to the job

of scanning all the Hebrew papers, and, as always, there was the usual

crop of ‘‘ideological’’ dissertations—this time, too, dealing largely with

the perennial theme: What Has GoneWrong with Israeli Society?

The Labour press seemed especially worried: ‘‘The State and theDis-

illusionment of Our Generation’’ ran the title of one article in Davar

(Histadrut); ‘‘The Lighted Side—and the Shadowed’’ was the title of

another article in Al Hamishmar (Mapam); while the subject of Lamer-

hav’s (Ahdut Haavoda) first page two feature was the kibbutz move-

ment’s attempts to cleanse itself of the terrible stain of hired labour.

The three articles have one leading conviction in common: something

basic has gone wrong. There was a time, Lamerhav recalled, when the

term ‘‘hired labour’’ denoted something entirely different from its cur-

rent usage, namely when members of the kibbutz themselves went out to

work as hired labourers in neighbouring towns and cities; today thewords

evoke the picture of groups of labourers from adjoining immigrant settle-

ments coming to the kibbutz every morning, each with a bundle contain-

inghis lunch, oraphone call to the labourexchange in the same immigrant

town . . . To the Al Hamishmar writer, the root of all evil lay in the fact

that the life-giving concept of the class war was abandoned by ‘‘the intelli-

gentsia,’’ while theDavar contributor blamed it all on the State, which he

saidwas ‘‘displaying an astounding apathy towardwhat takes place inside

the soul of the citizen.’’

Examined a littlemore closely, this phenomenoncanperhapsbe traced

back to a deeper, far more decisive factor, which for want of a better term

I will call uprootedness or the lack of roots. As SimoneWeil, writing at a

time of great distress, noted, to be rooted is perhaps the most important,

though may be the least recognized, need of man. ‘‘A human being (she

wrote in connection with the Nazi occupation of her country) has roots

by virtue of his active, real and natural participation in the life of a com-

munity, which preserves in living shape certain particular treasures of the

past and certain particular expectations for the future.’’ This participa-

tion is a natural one in the sense that it is automatically brought about by

the place, condition of birth, profession and social surroundings. Such



the levantinism scare 79

multiple roots are necessary for every human being, for man draws ‘‘well

nigh the whole of his normal, intellectual and spiritual life by way of the

environment of which he forms a natural part.’’

Of how many Israelis can this much be said?

(‘‘The Need for Roots,’’ february 4, 1962)

In one column—again not published—I quote SimoneWeil as saying
that uprootedness is dangerous because it is a malady that tends to be
self-propagating. ‘‘For people who are really uprooted there remain only
two possible sorts of behaviour; either to fall into a spiritual lethargy re-
sembling death, like the majority of the slaves in the days of the Roman
Empire, or to hurl themselves into some form of activity necessarily de-
signed to uproot, often by the most violent methods, those who are not
yet uprooted, or only partly so.’’

‘‘TheRomans, for instance,’’ I quoted further, ‘‘were a handful of fugi-
tives who banded themselves together artificially to form a city, and de-
prived theMediterranean peoples of their individual manner of life, their
country, traditions, and past history to such an extent that posterity has
taken them, at their own evaluation, for the founders of civilization in
these conquered territories.’’ The Hebrews ‘‘were escaped slaves, and
they either exterminated or reduced to servitude all the peoples of Pales-
tine.’’ The Germans, the Spaniards, the English and the French all be-
haved in the same way.

Under the impact of war, the disease of uprootedness encompassed
all Europe. Weil again: ‘‘As for the Oriental countries, to which during
the last few centuries, but especially in the last 50 years, the white man
has carried the disease of uprootedness fromwhich he is suffering, Japan
gives ample proof of the intensity reached there by the active form of this
disease. Indochina offers an example of its passive form. India, where a
living tradition still persists, has been sufficiently contaminated for even
those who speak publicly in the name of this tradition to dream, never-
theless, of building in their land a nation according to a modernWestern
type. China remains very mysterious; Russia, which is, as always, half
European, half Oriental, just as much so . . .’’

As for the American continent, ‘‘since its population has for several
centuries been founded above all on immigration, the dominating influ-
ence which it will probably exercise greatly increases the danger!’’

In this ‘‘almost desperate situation,’’ all that Weil saw that one could
look to for encouragement here below was ‘‘those historical atolls of the
living past left upon the surface of the earth.’’ For several centuries now,



80 outsider in the promised land

she observed, ‘‘men of thewhite race have everywhere destroyed the past,
stupidly, blindly, both at home and abroad.’’ If in certain respects there
has, nevertheless, been real progress during this period, she concluded,
‘‘it is not because of this frenzy, but in spite of it, under the impulse of
what little of the past remained alive.’’

levantinism defined

At one stage in my ongoing attempts aimed at debunking some of the
establishment’s basic assumptions, reacting to the then rampant talk
about Levantinism and about the alleged dangers it posed to the ‘‘West-
ern’’ society of Israel, its culture, and its values, I wrote a column,
which appeared in the Post on May 16, 1961, under the title ‘‘What is
Levantinism?’’

Levantinism is a notoriously elusive concept. It is scarcely possible to find

two serious persons who can agree on a single definition of the term; each

one of us usually makes it mean what he wants it to mean.

On another, and higher, level of confusion, it seems that any politi-

cal opponent in Israel may with impunity be branded a Levantine—or

at the very least, a Levantinizer. When the good old Manchester Guard-

ian recently found itself at variance with the Israeli prime minister, it

accused him of plunging the country into Levantinism. When a distin-

guished Israeli Socialist at odds with his party’s leadership the other day

wanted to prove the ‘‘uniqueness’’ of the Israeli labourmovement, he said

this uniqueness lay in the fact that the movement was capable of prevent-

ing us from deteriorating into the Levantine society towards which we

were heading.

What, then, is a Levantine? Before attempting to answer this question

we must dispose of one minor difficulty. Geographically speaking, a Lev-

antine is he who is born and bred in the Levant—and on that score there

are many of us who are Levantines—and Israel is and has always been a

Levantine country.

But besides being a geographical concept Levantinism is also (and it

is here that the term is used pejoratively) a cultural one—and here the

confusion is monumental. For, culturally, you can come from the Levant

and be the opposite of a Levantine; you can hail fromEurope—even from

Western Europe—and be the epitome of Levantinism. Again, you may

think that you are checking Levantinism and then shout your way into a
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perfect Levantine mood. Finally, and perhaps most distressing of all, you

can be a Levantine and blissfully oblivious of it—and at the same time

never stop being vocal about the danger of Levantinization.

At this point I suggestedwhat I described as the best definition of Levan-
tinism (cultural).This is that to be a Levantine is to live in two worlds or
more at once without belonging to either—to be able to go through the
external forms that indicate the possession of a certain culture without
actually possessing it. According to this definition, Levantinism is a con-
dition in which one no longer has a standard of values of one’s own—
a state of mind that reveals itself in lostness, pretentiousness, cynicism,
and despair.

If we accept this definition, it becomes obvious that in Israel Levantin-
ism is and can be the monopoly of no particular community or group of
communities. Israel, in fact, must be teeming with Levantines. For, come
to think of it, it is by no means self-evident that an Israeli hailing from
Egypt, the Levant countries, or Iraq should find it more difficult to meet
the challenge of Westernization than onewho hails from the countries of
eastern Europe and tries to disown his cultural background.

I concluded the piece by quoting a passage from the section on ‘‘Phan-
ariots, Qazanlis and Levantines’’ in Arnold Toynbee’s Study of History.
‘‘In the earlier centuries of their dominance,’’ Toynbee relates, ‘‘the Os-
manlis, knowing the people of Western Christendom—the Franks, as
theycalled them—only through theirLevantine representatives, assumed
thatWesternEuropewaswholly inhabited by such ‘lesser breedswithout
the law.’ A wider experience led them to revise their opinion, and the Os-
manlis came to draw a sharp distinction between the ‘fresh-water Franks’
and their ‘salt-water’ namesakes.The ‘fresh-waterFranks’were thosewho
had been born and bred inTurkey in the Levantine atmosphere and had
respondedbydeveloping theLevantine character.The ‘salt-waterFranks’
were those who had been born and bred at home in Frankland and had
come out in Turkey as adults with their characters already formed. The
Turkswerepuzzled tofind that thegreatpsychological gulfwhichdivided
them from the ‘fresh-water Franks’ who had always lived in their midst
did not intervene when they had to deal with the Franks from beyond
the seas . . .’’

ThereasonwhytheTurkscouldeasilyunderstand ‘‘salt-waterFranks,’’
yet find the native-born Franks, whowere geographically their neighbors
and compatriots, psychologically alien, was that there existed ‘‘a broad
similarity between their respective social backgrounds.’’ Both, Toynbee
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explains, had grown up in environments in which they were the masters
of their ownhouses.On the other hand, both theTurk and theEuropean-
born Frank had difficulty understanding or respecting the ‘‘fresh-water
Frank’’ because this latter had a social background that was equally for-
eign to both of them: ‘‘He was not a son of the house but a child of the
ghetto; and this penalized existence had developed in him an ethos from
which the Franks brought up in Frankland and the Turk brought up in
Turkey had both remained free.’’

anthropology? sez who?

All, except one, thought Iwas joking.Theywere apleasinglymixedgroup
ofmen sharing roughly the same intellectual and public interests, and the
subject of the evening’s discussion was the direction that Israeli research
should take in the sphere of Oriental and African studies.

‘‘What about anthropology?’’ I asked. ‘‘Is anthropology taught in our
universities?’’Thequerycame abruptlyand somewhat provocatively.But
it was certainly no joke. Indeed it was one of the oddest things about
our institutions of higher learning that until comparatively recently they
showed so little interest in this important discipline. In a country that
is a human laboratory, where over seventy cultures rub shoulders with
one another andwhere cultural contacts and the diffusion of cultures take
place daily under one’s very nose, this neglect seemed to me to verge on
the ridiculous. And it is not only our universities that were to blame: it
was chiefly those bodies that were in any way connected with thework of
immigrant absorption and integration—the Jewish Agency, the Ministry
of Education, the army. The columns that follow were partly a result of
that discussion.

Timewas when anthropologists were content with the study of problems

which were remote from the concerns of daily life—theoretical preoccu-

pation with cultural evolution or diffusion and the systematic descrip-

tion of cultural ‘‘curiosities.’’ The emergence of modern anthropologi-

cal studies, mainly in America, a few decades ago made the discipline

and its findings very relevant to the contemporary scene. The empha-

sis was shifted from the purely theoretical plane to that of current prob-

lems of conflict and adjustment coming to the surface within expanding

cultures . . .

It was in the U.S. that anthropologists were first given a share in laying
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down practical policies, and it was therefore there that the great names in

modernanthropologyemerged—Boas,Sapir,Benedict,Kroeber,Linton,

Mead and Herskovits.

But if anthropology is the science of culture and culture is the sum

total of a people’s customs and ways of behaviour and thought, what is

the upshot of this study for our contemporary thinking?Writing 34 years

ago, Ruth Benedict asked this same question—and her answer was: an-

thropologymakes us ‘‘culture-conscious.’’ In her words: ‘‘The culturewe

are born into is also, as the earth is in the solar scheme, one of a series of

similar phenomena all driven by the same compulsions.’’

In accepting such a viewof culture, Benedict continued, ‘‘whatwe give

up is a dogged attachment to absolutes; what we gain is a sense of the

intriguing variety of possible forms of behaviour, and of the social func-

tion that is served by these communal patternings. We become culture-

conscious.We perceive with new force the ties that bind us to those who

share our culture. Ways of thinking, ways of acting, goals of effort, that

we tend so easily to accept as the order of the universe, become rather the

precious and special symbolswe share together . . . For the social function

of custom is that it makes our acts intelligible to our neighbours. It binds

us together with a common symbolism, a common religion, a common set

of values.’’

We do not stand to lose by such a tolerant and objective view of man’s

institutions andmorals andways of thought. Benedict again: ‘‘On the one

hand, we shall value the bold imagination that is written in all great sys-

temsof behaviour; on theother,we shall not fear for the futureof theworld

because some item in that system is undergoing contemporary change.’’

Few things can be as apt and as relevant to the contemporary Israeli

scene as these reflections.

(‘‘The Science of Ourselves,’’ august 27, 1963)

Dr. Fernando Henriques, a social anthropologist on a short visit to Israel

to study immigrant absorption, is on record that the continuing process

of the mixing of ‘‘races’’ in this country will produce, within 100 years,

‘‘a pure Israeli [type] compounded of all the ethnic elements,’’ and that

by then the current distinction between ‘‘European’’ and ‘‘Oriental’’ will

have disappeared . . . However, while it is everybody’s wish that the pro-

cess should be quick and successful, the hazards involved are so great that

the subject shouldbe tackledwith theutmost care.Above all, it is essential

that no confusion of concepts be allowed.

Nor should one allow oneself to be swayed by any undue optimism or
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wishful thinking. Some threemonths ago, addressing a gathering ofwork-

ing youth instructors, Premier Levi Eshkol confessed that ‘‘in the past I

believed that wewould, within 10 to 15 years, succeed in changing the face

of Israel society afterwe have processed theyoung generation through the

educational melting pot—the kindergarten, the elementary school and

the post-elementary classes.’’ Now, Mr. Eshkol added, ‘‘I have come to

see this as a long process and a matter of generations.’’ Clearly, the Prime

Minister’s past optimism was shared by many Israelis. In fact, the Israeli

attitude, official and non-official, towards what for lack of a better term

we will call ‘‘cultural integration’’ seems to have been greatly influenced

by the simple belief that nothing is impossible. However, since human

beings are made somewhat differently from mere metals, this optimism

was misplaced, and the melting-pot theory has not proved itself.

The optimism has, indeed, almost backfired. Instead of slowly, sym-

pathetically, consciously and purposefully setting about the job—instead

of making the change tolerable and as ‘‘natural’’ as possible in the circum-

stances—the means employed to arrive at the desired end have in many

cases produced some most undesirable results which can serve only to

slowdown theprocess of change, if not actually stop or reverse it. Itwould

be no exaggeration to say that the rise of communal political groupings is

attributable at least as much to cultural pressures as it is to considerations

of ‘‘political representation.’’

The sad and dismaying thing is, of course, that all this would have ap-

peared quite elementary had modern socio-psychological and anthropo-

logical findingsbeenheeded.Other societies undergoing the samekindof

technical and cultural changes have not thought it unnecessary to consult

experts. UNESCO, for example, saw fit to use the expertise of promi-

nent social workers and anthropologists to find out, among other things,

the mental health implications of technical change and how best to avoid

undue suffering andmaladjustment when setting about introducing such

change. In a manual published by UNESCO eight years ago, a list is

given of psychological principles seen as guiding the process of technical

change.One of these is addressed to the ‘‘agents of change’’—the teacher,

the agricultural extension worker, the nurse—and it lays it down that the

beliefs and attitudes of the people among whom these agents work must

be seen as having ‘‘functional utility.’’

For each individual, we are told, these beliefs and attitudes ‘‘give con-

tinuity to his personality, permit him to feel that he is a named, identified

person, the same person—onlyolder, ormore important, although fatter,
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or just elected to office—than hewas yesterday . . . If the teacher or exten-

sion agent recognizes such clinging to old beliefs and practices as having

real usefulness for an individual, rather than interpreting it as evidence

of stubbornness, uncooperativeness, ignorance, inability to learn, etc., he

will be better able to introduce changes.’’

Failure to grasp these principles can result only in rousing ‘‘violent re-

sistances and attempts at compensation and retaliation from thosewhose

feelings of self-esteem have been violated . . . [They]may come to repudi-

ate the possibility of learning anything at all or of sharing anything at all

except ‘bread’ with those who have so denigrated their cherished ways

of life.’’

Clearly, this is not the kind of ‘‘cultural integration’’ to which Israel

aspires. She simply can’t afford it!

(‘‘Ends and Means,’’ september 10, 1963)

When we first make his acquaintance in Leonard Q. Ross’s unforgettable

Education, Mr. Hyman Kaplan’s entire store of knowledge about Ameri-

canLiterature consists of the somewhat controversial proposition that the

‘‘most famous tree American wriders’’ were Jeck Laundon,Valt Viterman

and the author of Hawk L. Barry-Feen, one Mocktvain. At the time this

happens,Kaplan is inhis forties, oneof the30-oddadults in thebeginners’

grade of the American Night Preparatory School for Adults (‘‘English—

Americanization Civics—Preparation for Naturalization’’). Now Kaplan

and his 30 schoolmates may have been a lost deal as far as the reading and

enjoying of American literature were concerned, but one would not be

surprised if one learned that one of them was to be the father of a Henry

Roth, a Lionel Trilling or an Alfred Kazin.

We were struck by this thought while reading a symposium on new-

comers and literature conducted byaMaariv reporter and printed in that

paper’s NewYear issue.The reporter sought the opinion of several Israeli

writers, young and old, as to the prospects of bringing the new immigra-

tion nearer to original Hebrew literature. He also asked what could be

done so that this literature might become ‘‘a sort of bridge between the

various communities.’’

The trouble, of course, was that themain assumption behind the ques-

tions were either vague, or mistaken, or both. The very use of the term

‘‘new immigration’’ in this context, with the implicit assumption that it

is only this massive body of Israelis that needs ‘‘bringing nearer’’ to local

literature, tends to raise doubts and difficulties. Are the veterans, then, all
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avid readers of Hebrew literature? Are there not among new immigrants

a considerable numberofmen andwomenwhodo take an interest in local

literary output?

Above all, what is this all-purpose term ‘‘new immigration’’ supposed

to denote, precisely? There are dozens of ways of classifying popula-

tions—such as rich and poor, educated and illiterate, Left and Right,

well-mannered and ill-mannered, white and coloured, and the custom-

ary classification of Israelis into ‘‘new immigrants’’ and ‘‘veterans,’’ which

seems to be one of the more hazardous among them.The error becomes

rather drastic when, in making this classification, ‘‘new immigration’’ is

consciouslyor subconsciously identifiedwith immigrants fromAsian and

African countries or, which also happens often, with the entire Oriental

population of Israel . . .

It is therefore rather refreshing to see that anumberof thosequestioned

byMaarivwere themselves becoming aware of the absurdityof such gen-

eralizations. Poet Haim Guri rightly pointed out that ‘‘before we ask the

question as to when the newcomers would start reading us, the question

emergesas towhendid theveteranscease readingus?’’Before reproaching

Dimona, he added, we have to settle accounts with North Tel Aviv.

‘‘What new immigrants arewe talking about, precisely?’’ Hanoch Bar-

tov asked in almost visible rage. ‘‘This veteranYishuv, fromwhose grapes

warm wine cellars now produce 100 barrels of Fine Old every day, was

once all new immigrants, green and completely raw . . . If my father was

here three years earlier than your father, does this make of me your spiri-

tual provider?’’ Turning to the problem of literature, Bartov asked how

manycontemporaryHebrewbooks theveterans have read in recent years?

‘‘How many of our Ministers so much as touched a Hebrew work of fic-

tion? Howmany of our Ambassadors? What Hebrew book has created a

sensation, brought tears to people’s eyes, gladdened their hearts?’’ . . .

Well, one should have thought it was time our publicists and other

veterans of good will stopped their unsolicited patronizing of the poor

immigrant!

(‘‘Immigrants and Literature,’’ october 1, 1963)

‘‘This family is not yet Americanized; they are still eating Italian food.’’

Thestarchedyounggentleman fromthe settlementdepartment tookstock

from themiddle of the immigrant family’s kitchen:Were there framedpic-

tures on thewall?Was there a piano? Books? His mind apparently at rest

on these scores, he jotted down the above note and left to prepare his

report.’’ As Professor Oscar Handlin—from whose book The Uprooted
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this episode is taken—explains:Confident of their personal and social su-

periority and armedwith the ideologyof the sociologists who had trained

them, the emissaries of the public and private agencies were bent on im-

proving the immigrant to a point at which he would no longer recognize

himself.Handlin further quotes awarning soundedat the timebyapromi-

nent American educator: ‘‘Our task is to break up their settlements, to

assimilate and amalgamate thesepeople and to implant in them theAnglo-

Saxon conception of righteousness, law and order.’’

It is hard to reflect now that such things were taking place only a few

decades ago in the NewWorld, especially when one views them against

the state of mind prevalent in America today on these subjects.This new

American attitude has now found expression in an outstanding bookpub-

lished lastmonth by theMassachusetts Institute of Technology under the

titleBeyond the Melting Pot andwritten by two keen-eyed social scientists,

Nathan Glazer and Daniel PatrickMoynihan.Themain point to be made

here is that thegreatAmericanmeltingpot, inwhichall ethnicgroupswere

supposed to lose their distinguishing characteristics and to blend into a

homogeneous whole, appears from the pages of Glazer and Moynihan’s

book to have done very little melting indeed.

It would seem from the authors’ conclusions that however much these

ethnic groups may have changed over the years, they have retained their

identity: They differ now as much as they ever did—and what is more,

Glazer and Moynihan seem to be quite pleased about it. To be sure, all

of these groups feel and are wholly American; but culturally they remain

hyphenated Americans. Instead of being upset about this state of affairs,

however, the authors argue that these separate ethnic identities rather add

to the richness of thenational fabric.Armedwith thenecessary theoretical

equipment, convinced of the fundamental unity of all human culture, and

stressing similarities and harmony where their predecessors spotted dif-

ferences and conflict,GlazerandMoynihan accept theU.S. as a pluralistic

society in which different ethnic groups would always jockey for position

and prestige.

If this seems a far cry from the climate of opinion prevailing inAmerica

a fewdecades ago concerning ways to integrate, assimilate or amalgamate

various immigrant groups, it could hardly have been otherwise. As Han-

dlin writes, ‘‘there was a fundamental ambiguity to the thinking of those

who talked about ‘assimilation’ in those years. They had arrived at their

own view that American culture was fixed, formed from its origins, by

shutting out the great mass of immigrants who were not English or at

least notTeutonic.Now itwas expected that these excludedpeoplewould
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alter themselves to earn theirportion inAmericanism.Thatprocess could,

however, only come about by increasing the contacts between the older

and the new inhabitants, by sharing jobs, churches, residences. Yet in

practice, the man who called himself an Anglo-Saxon found proximity to

the other folk just come to the United States uncomfortable and distaste-

ful and, in his own life, sought to increase rather than to lessen the gap

between his position and theirs.’’

As usual in such cases, the blame continued to be laid at the doorof the

immigrants.To start with, theywere accused of their very poverty: ‘‘Many

benevolent citizens, distressed by themiserable conditions in the districts

inhabited by the labouring people, were reluctant to believe that such so-

cial flaws were indigenous to the NewWorld. It was tempting, rather, to

ascribe them to the defects of the newcomers, to improvidence, sloven-

liness, and ignorance rather than to inability to earn a living.’’ The new-

comers were also accused of congregating together in their own groups

and of unwillingness to mix with outsiders . . .

Finally, when the ambiguity and the contradictions in the attitude of

the dominant ‘‘natives’’ became unbearable, an escapewas still found: ‘‘It

was tempting to resolve the difficulty by arguing that the differences be-

tween Americans on the one hand and Italians or Jews or Poles on the

other were so deep as to admit of no conciliation. If these other stocks

were cut off by their own innate nature, by the qualities of their heredity,

then the original breed was justified both in asserting the fixity of its own

character and in holding off from contact with the aliens . . .’’

(‘‘Pluralism in Action,’’ november 19, 1963)

There was a pervasive air of festivity on the empty site of the Kiryat Uno

Mabara the other day. After 13 years of chequered existence the mabara

was being finally and officially liquidated. The speakers, though merci-

fully brief, were full of enthusiasm. The Chairman of the Local Council

expressed pride that this was the first mabara to be liquidated; another

speaker claimed it was the last; and finally Mr.Yosef Almogi, theMinister

of Housing, settled the historical dispute: this was neither the first nor the

last of the mabarot to be liquidated. Both the Chairman andMr. Almogi

expressed their regret, however, that six or seven families still lingered on

in the old shanties, but both made it clear that that was the fault neither

of the Local Council nor of theMinistry of Housing.These families, they

said pointedly though gently, can move into their allotted flats ‘‘immedi-

ately’’ if they wish.

These families, then, were doggedly staying on in their shabby sur-
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roundings of their own choice.Why?The question seemed to us highly if

somewhat horribly fascinating—especially as we happened at the time to

be reading a newHebrewnovel on life in themabaraduring the first tem-

pestuous years.The novel, called simplyHa-Mabara, by Shimon Ballas,

was written by a young man who, as a newcomer from Iraq, himself lived

in a mabara and watched its fortunes closely.Writing in a direct, realis-

tic and pleasingly unapologeticmanner, Ballas does what no Israeli writer

has so far managed to do. He catches the atmosphere and the very spirit

of a dramatic and fateful moment in the life of a group of human beings

suddenlyplunged into an existence and surroundings completely foreign,

andmostly hostile, to them.Themain virtue of the novel is that its author

does not try to sugar the pill. As early on as page two we are introduced

to Shlomo Hamra who, explaining to his wife why he decided to call his

planned coffee house Maqha al-Nasr, says: ‘‘Do you remember the coffee

house of Hajji Hussein al-Neemi in Bab Lagha? It was called Al-Nasr.

Hajji Hussein is a man the like of whom are not many.May Allah bless his

memory! He told me: ‘O Abu Fuad, don’t go! You will regret it!’ ’’

Yet Abu Fuad, together with some 130,000 other Iraqi Jews, did come,

Hajji Hussein or no Hajji Hussein. What was the source of their disap-

pointment on arrival? As far as can be gathered from Ballas’s book, the

cause of the disillusionmentwas not thematerial conditions inwhich they

suddenly found themselves, indescribably squalid though these certainly

were. Rather, it was the rude discovery that they suddenly became name-

less, faceless, indistinguishable human beings with no past, no culture,

no dignity and little future to speak of. The hostility and prejudice with

which they felt they were received cut very deep indeed: one character in

Ha-Mabara who no doubt had never before thought of such nice com-

munal distinctions tells another whowas complaining that God ceased to

listen to her prayers: ‘‘The God of [the State of ] Israel is also Yiddish!’’

Itwasnot thephysicalmabara thatwas thebaneof thesepeople’s lives.

It was, one suspects, the ‘‘other’’ mabara, the one of the soul, of human

relationships and sentiments which constituted the real bar. Powerfully,

thoughwithout labouring the point, the authorofHa-Mabara brings out

the fact that what worried his characters most was not their sub-human

material conditionbut thedesire to prove, first of all to themselves but also

to those ‘‘Yiddish,’’ that theywerepeoplewithdignity,withapast andwith

a culture—named, identifiable persons coming from clean, well-ordered

homes and having their own ancient customs and way of life which they

wouldallownoone todenigrateor laughat.Ultimately,whatBallas’s char-

acters seem to be struggling for was not physical rehabilitation but to be
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allowed out of the ‘‘other’’ mabara of prejudice, of indignity and of en-

forced inferiority.Thismabara is far from liquidated as yet, and one has

the feeling that the six or seven families still lingering on in theKiryat Uno

Mabara have, with some elusive natural intelligence, come to the conclu-

sion that it is no use abandoning the physicalmabarawhile remaining in

the other, spiritual one.

The really sad aspect of this mabara of the mind is that we all now

seem to be in it—old-timer and newcomer, Occidental and Oriental, re-

sponsible leader and simple citizen alike. It is painful enough that the ex-

inhabitant of the mabara, guided by his limited experience of the ‘‘First

Israel,’’ should go on referring to the old-timers as ‘‘theYiddish’’ or some-

times worse; but it is alarming to find that many of the old-timers, includ-

ing high-minded, responsible and dedicated leaders of the State and the

Zionist movement, should often choose to be so condescending and even

insulting when speaking of the ‘‘Second Israel.’’ To judge, for instance,

from some of the pronouncements made by these leaders when on fund-

raising missions abroad, one would imagine that they speak only for that

half of the population to which they themselves belong. It is this other,

mental transit camp,which somanyofus seemto inhabit, andwhose spiri-

tual squalor is no less shocking than the material squalor of the mabara,

thatmust be liquidated beforewe can arrive anywhere.Thenwe can come

to the few remaining inmates of the Kiryat Uno Mabara and meaning-

fully, andwith a clear conscience, ask them tomove into their allotted flats

nearby.

(‘‘Mabara of the Mind,’’ may 5, 1964)



Chapter 6 The three divides

definitions

The basic problems besetting Israeli society, cul-
ture, and politics are closely interwoven. In the

course of the years 1960–1964 I came to identify these as three great
divides—thecommunal-cultural, the religious, and thenational.Thefirst
twodivisions canbe said tobe largely inter-Jewishwhile the thirdpertains
to Jewish-Muslim and Israeli-Arab relations. To give some idea of just
how my general approach to these problems developed, I reprint here a
number of representative pieces written during the first half of the 1960s.

The ethnic-cultural divide (using culture in its broader sense) was
given expression in articles I wrote or planned to write for the Post, or
intended to be published there. For the issue dated September 23, 1963,
I sent the paper a column dealing with the ethnic problem.The heading
I gave it was ‘‘Unity in Diversity.’’ It was rejected and—partly to prove to
the editors that there was no easy way of avoiding the issues and that the
Post was not the sole outlet available to me—I wrote a longer article on
the same theme and bearing the same title and mailed it to the editor of
the Jewish Chronicle of London, in which it appeared under the head-
ing ‘‘Israeli Culture: Unity in Diversity,’’ on November 15, 1963. It reads
in full:

Theuseof theword ‘‘culture’’ hasundergone severalmutationsduring the

past 150 years. Before the nineteenth century it used to mean the tending

of natural growth, and, byanalogy, aprocess of human training.Lateron it

came tomean ‘‘a general stateorhabit ofmind,’’ and then ‘‘thegeneral state

of intellectual development in a societyas awhole’’ or ‘‘the general bodyof

the arts.’’ It is in these particular senses, current as far back as the middle

of the last century, that Israeli intellectuals continue to use the term—or

its Hebrew equivalent tarbut—and it was obviously in that sense that the

Israeli writer and playwright Binyamin Tammuz wrote his article ‘‘Israel
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in Search of a Culture’’ which appeared in the New Year number of the

Jewish Chronicle.

I propose to deal with Israeli culture in the post-nineteenth-century

sense denoting ‘‘a whole way of life, material, intellectual and spiritual,’’

and also in itsmore recent connotation as being the sum total of a people’s

wayof life, patterns of behaviour and thought and thewhole social legacy

which the individual acquires from his group. Clearly, used in this sense,

a specific Israeli culture can be said to be non-existent—or at best to be

in a process of formation. In a country of immigration, where dozens of

ways of life rub shoulderswith each other, it would be unrealistic to speak

of a well-defined, coherent ‘‘culture.’’

Yet this seeminglyelementaryproposition isgenerally, sometimesstub-

bornly, ignored by veteran Israelis of European origin. The majority of

them seem to imply that, the variety of cultures brought by new immi-

grants notwithstanding, there is, so to speak, a ‘‘hard core’’ Israeli culture

whose general lines were already well drawn before the establishment of

the State. According to this estimate, new immigrants, including those

coming from the Orient, can and will be ‘‘absorbed’’ into the culture of

the oldYishuv. As the Prime Minister, Mr. Eshkol, recently told a group

of youth instructors, he had estimated that ‘‘we would, within ten to fif-

teen years, succeed in changing the face of Israeli society after we have

processed the young generation through the educational melting pot—

the kindergarten, the elementary school and the post-elementaryclasses.’’

‘‘Now,’’Mr.Eshkol added, ‘‘Ihavecome to realise that this is a longprocess

and a matter of generations.’’

It is significant to note that the disillusionment has come just where it

was not expected—the education of immigrant children. The so-called

‘‘educational melting pot’’ has failed to mould even the children—many

of them sabras—into anything like a uniform type of Israeli youth. On

the contrary, it has served only to create an educational gapwhose dimen-

sions tend to become broader rather than narrower. Speaking apropos of

the average Israeli university student’s spiritual and literary standards, the

head of the English Faculty at the Hebrew University, Professor Adam

Mendilov, told the Hebrew daily Ha�aretz recently that he thought there

was toomuch complacency in Israel aboutmatters concerning education.

One of the shortcomings of Israel’s educational systemwhich he cited

was the failure to solve the problems of intercommunal integration. Even

graver, he added,was ‘‘the fact thatwe failed to take into consideration the

cultural, social and language background of the masses of children who

came here. We have fitted our education apparatus to the needs of cer-
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tain European types, [basing it] on their social standards, their thought

patterns and their economic status.’’ In anthropological terms, Professor

Mendilov concluded, ‘‘the culture of those who came to us from other

places may be a high one, but it is different from the culture on whose

patterns we have built our system of education.’’

Against this fair and level-headed view one may set the more general

opinion—which also sounds quite convincing—that Israel is not meant

to be the kind of society which, supposing that Chinese Jews gained nu-

merical predominance in it tomorrow, would or should suddenly acquire

the patterns of Chinese culture. But then, what kind of society is Israeli

society meant to be? No specific or clear answer is generally given to this

question, but the evidencemakes the conclusion quite inevitable, and one

cannotbut agreewithMendilov’s contention that oureducation—andnot

onlyoureducation—is cut to fit the social, cultural and economicpatterns

of ‘‘certain European types.’’

Indeed, what is usually meant by such a lavishly used phrase as ‘‘the

integration of the new immigrant into Israeli society and culture’’ is often,

if not always, the rather doubtful ideal of ‘‘remoulding’’ the newcomer

from Asian and African countries into something very much like the self-

image of the veteran, non-Oriental, Jewish settler. In this connection, it is

worth noting that newcomers from ‘‘certain European’’ countries simply

cease to be ‘‘new immigrants’’ as soon as they have acquired a smattering

of Hebrew—so that in a sense the appellation ‘‘new’’ applies exclusively

to immigrants fromOriental lands, though they may have been as long as

15 years in the country. (A friend of mine, a German Jew who has been in

theState 30 years, once toldme that one really neverdoes cease tobe anew

immigrant, unless one happens to come from theEasternEuropeanPale!)

This rather extremist attitude of the veteranYishuv’s spokesmen is not

often articulated—it is simply too absurd to maintain openly. But it is, or

has been until very recently, the basic assumption informing official inte-

gration policy, and one Israeli intellectual haswritten, with commendable

candour, that the integration of Oriental Jews into Israeli society can be

attained ‘‘only through ‘Ashkenazisation’!’’ Another, writing twelve years

earlier, declared that the order of the day in Israel was ‘‘to cleanse and

purify these [Oriental] brethren from the dross of Orientalism.’’

Surely some way out must be found? ‘‘Ashkenazisation’’ in one form

or other has proved impractical and may prove disastrous, while ‘‘Orien-

talisation’’ can be contemplated neither by the veteranYishuv nor by the

Orientals themselves. Complete ‘‘mixing,’’ on the other hand—in which

the ‘‘good’’ aspects of both cultures are supposed to be preserved and out
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of which a totally new Israeli ‘‘type,’’ neither Ashkenazi nor Oriental, is

hoped to emerge ultimately—is a mere dream which, though devoutly

desired by everybody, remains a dream nonetheless.

True, confronted by the concentrated assault of a materially superior

dominant culture, people coming from supposedly less ‘‘advanced’’ cul-

tures may have no choice but to submit. This, however, would be dis-

integration rather than integration, with consequences as harmful to the

assailant as they are to the assailed.

In speaking of, and working for, ‘‘cultural integration,’’ therefore, it

may beworth the Israelis’ while to learn from the rich experience and the

broadmindedness of the cultural anthropologist, whose main contribu-

tion would be the assumption that customs foreign to one society may

be treasured by another, and that cultural differences are no indication of

cultural inferiority.

Many Israelis, especially those who are used to viewing these matters

in mere black and white, will no doubt object to this.What we need, one

canhear themmurmuring, is cultural integration, not segregation—unity,

not diversity. But unity can be sought, and attained, also in diversity, and

an enlightened relativist cultural approach will take care of that, too. For

while insisting on the validity of every culture for those born and brought

up in it, such an approach will serve to throw in bold relief the hard core

of similarities between cultures, similarities which have so far been con-

sistently overlooked in favour of the emphasis laid on differences.

In its issue dated December 6, the Chronicle printed this letter to its
editor, in which the writer manages to accuse me—of all unlikely ‘‘fail-
ings’’—of having been ‘‘Ashkenazised.’’ Or worse:

Sir:

All honour to you for printing the timely article of Mr. Nissim Rej-

wan. However, I ask whether Mr. Rejwan is not himself guilty of

‘‘Ashkenazisation.’’ His article, wide-ranging as it is, nevertheless

displays what I can only call ‘‘Anglo-Saxon’’ under-statement. For

countless scores of Oriental citizens the problem he discusses has

a bitter immediacy which the average English-Jewish reader would

not suspect from his article. The nearest analogy could probably be

expressed by saying that the Sephardi Jew in Israel who wishes to

retain his own identity is being cajoled and tormented by the same

pressures as face many Jews in the Diaspora.
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If he remains true to his identity he is made to feel inferior and

primitive; his chances of fulfilling himself in public life are frustrated;

countless pressures are exerted to make him adopt a culture which is

as alien to him as that of the East is to the averageWesterner.

We cannot hold our heads high here in Israel: many North Afri-

can, French-speaking Jews often tell others that they come fromMar-

seilles or Lyons. This is one example. Another is the extraordinary

phenomenon of Oriental Jews adopting Ashkenazi surnames.

It is in a way understandable that Jews in the Diaspora succumb

from time to time to the pressures of assimilation.What cruel injus-

tice it is that the same pressures should be exerted on Jews in Israel

itself.

abraham misrachi, jerusalem

an exchange with shlomo katz

The publication of my article ‘‘Israel’s Communal Controversy’’ in Mid-
stream—followed by one on James Parkes’s vision of a future Israel—
provoked no readers’ reactions. But the editor, Shlomo Katz—a man of
intelligence and fairly deeply involved in Zionist and Israeli topics—con-
ducted a long correspondence with me on the views I expressed there.
The two letters excerpted here ended the second round of a long and
unwieldy exchange.

NewYork, August 2, 1964

Dear Mr. Rejwan:

It seems we are talking at cross purposes . . . You say, ‘‘There is no

such thing as a secular Jewish culture . . . it is plainly European cul-

ture.’’ Could be.What of it? There is no secular Arab, Chinese,

Indian, or Congolese culture today either—even less than Jewish.

Today, when Arab, Chinese etc. modernize and industrialize they

willy-nilly become European. The trouble is they become super-

ficially, trivially so. The Jew need not because through Marx and

Freud and Einstein (and perhaps also Spinoza) he has in consider-

able part helped shape this European culture. The modern Baghdadi

or Cairene is European to the extent that he is modern. If it is des-

tined that the world be ‘‘European’’ the next couple of centuries then

it cannot be helped. It will do no good to try to escape it by putting
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on either a shtreimel or a kefiya. Even the Arabs are discarding the

kefiyas and fezzes.

Should we regard the Arab as we did the Christian goy, you ask.

I say, let us regard the Arab as he deserves to be regarded. If he be-

haves like a Christian goy we should regard him as such.The world,

also our world, is expanding.We now encounter peoples we never

before encountered in our history—black Africa, eastern Asia. Our

attitudes to them will be governed by events. There exists a senti-

mentality about Arabs—cousin Ishmael. Fine and good, if it can be

used to purpose. But let us not endow it with more importance than

it possesses. They have not been behaving very ‘‘cousinly.’’ . . .

In any case, trying to curry favor with those who reject us by deny-

ing our essence ( Jesus was a Jew, his name was Yeshua; or,We are

really Middle Easterners, native boys . . .) is neither dignified, nor

useful and totally contrary to our entire history.

As for Israel, I believe we, Jews, all Jews, have a prior right to

it over everybody else (in terms of national center). Jerusalem has

great meaning for the entire world west of China because we made

it so, not just today, but always. As El Quds it has no significance.

Shechem has meaning as Shechem ( Jacob and Mt. Gerizim and

Mt. Ebal) but as Nablus it is just an irrelevant and not too lovable

little town.

Once again, if European culture in the broad sense is the fate

of the next century, then English is as likely to be used in Israel as

Hebrew. Let’s not forget: the Maccabees fought for an independent

Jewish state but their own children were already named Hyrcanus

and Aristobulus etc. But they did not become Samaritans or Arabs

or Moabites. And I am not terribly upset that Tanaim and Amo-

raim bore such non-Jewish and non–Middle Eastern names as Rabbi

Tarfon (Tryphon?).

I read that Jews from Iraq in Israel sing soulfully and nostalgically

about the Hidekel [Tigris]. Fine. Thirty years from now they won’t.

People of the second and third aliyot used to sing longingly about

Mother Volga (which most of them never saw).They forgot the Volga

songs. But I would say, let us not make a fetish of remembered cus-

toms from the shtetl, whether in the Ukraine or Morocco. At most

this can only lead to a kind of ‘‘artsy-folksy’’ activities—a song fes-

tival from Morocco, a dance festival from Iraq etc.We have a lot of

this in America, but there is no real cultural pluralism here (with the

possible exception of the Negroes, but they differ not because of jazz
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but because their history and memories of slavery and their state of

rightlessness set them aside).

Ramat Gan, September 1, 1964

Dear Mr. Katz:

. . . You say, I don’t know on the strength of what, that Jews from Iraq

in Israel sing soulfully about the Tigris, but that this signifies nothing

since, in 30 years’ time, ‘‘they won’t.’’ Granted. But the calamity is

that in 30 years’ time their children, now growing up under inde-

scribable cultural pressures, will be cultural orphans. The analogy

with the Russian Jews and the Volga strikes me as not quite relevant

since, though even then they leave much to be desired culturally, the

children of these Jews here still grow up in their own culture, more

or less. The Oriental’s children, on the other hand, now grow up in

homes where the grown-ups are invariably alienated, feeling either

superior or inferior to the prevalent culture. It needs no pedagogue

to tell us that a child whose parents have such feelings towards the

culture in which it is brought up at school etc. cannot be a normal

child or grow up into a normal, integrated adult. So any consolation

which we may draw from the fact that the Iraqis will in 30 years’ time

cease to sit down on the banks of the Jordan and weep for the Tigris

is, at best, cold comfort.

I agree with you in deploring the ‘‘artsy-folksy’’ activities of the

Oriental communities, because it is simply not enough to accept Ori-

ental culture just on such an artsy-folksy level (I need not point out

that these antics are not really the Orientals’ own). Oriental culture

must be accepted as the way of life and the whole existence of over

60 per cent of the country’s population—not on the folklore level

only. And please don’t tell me about the future: I am no believer in

sacrificing one generation—not one man even—for the sake of the

next.We know from experience that the process can never really end.

Now for the final point. You say: Let’s regard the Arab as he

deserves to be regarded . . . They have not been behaving very

‘‘cousinly.’’ Now, again invoking the intellectual level of this dis-

cussion, and also remembering that we are not speaking from the

rostrum of the U.N. or some similar forum: How in the name of God

could we dare expect the Arabs to behave like cousins at this hour of

day—or any hour of Zionism’s day for that matter? Do you really go

so far as to suggest, the rights and wrongs of the situation notwith-
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standing, that any decent, self-respecting Arab could or should be

expected to forget the events of 1948 and their tragic aftermath? It is

always the victor, I thought, who had to make the first gesture; and

what we have been doing, let’s face it, is nothing but repeating worn-

out and meaningless cliches. The fact is, as I implied in one of my

letters, that the natural thing should be to expect that it is the Arabs

who have heshbonot [accounts] with us, not the other way around—

and to prepare our case accordingly.You say we should treat the Arab

as we did the Christian goy if he behaves like one. My whole point is

that you cannot, should not and need not treat an Arab as you did a

Christian goy even if he behaves like one. It would be totally contrary

to the essence of both Jewish and Arab history—all Jewish history

and all Arab history. Here—and I am about to finish—the experi-

ence of the Orientals (not the ephemeral, utilitarian experience but

the historical one) ought to be made use of. I think this experience is

useful in the religious realm, too, but this is another story perhaps . . .

This seems somehow to have ended our long and rather heated debate.
Therewas however a curious little addendum.Hearing from friends that
my Parkes article, to which Katz took exception, was being circulated by
theForeignMinistry itself in special reprintsobviouslyordered fromMid-
stream, I wroteKatz to inquire—and also of course to boast that the essay
towhich he so objected was acceptable to no less a genuine Zionist body
than the government of Israel. His reply—dated December 14, 1964—
betrays a certain measure of impatience. ‘‘I have no idea of what moti-
vated the Consulate in NewYork to order reprints and, since the making
of reprints is not the duty of the editor, I prefer not to enquire . . .’’

judaism: extinction or rebirth?

Itwas not until the early 1960s that I found the time and theoccasion to re-
flect onone aspect of Israeli societyand Israeli culture that hadnotusually
struck me as odd—the place of religion in the socio-cultural setup, or, if
you like, the relationship between the state and religion.

Relations between religion and the state in Israel being unique—the
state was virtually the sole employer and the ministers of religion were
its paid employees—the subject was bound to draw my attention. One
episode frommyfirst days in Israel,myveryfirst encounterwith theprob-
lem, is worth relating here. During the campaign for the elections of the



the three divides 99

Second Knesset, in the autumn of 1951, one of the subjects contested was
compulsorymilitary service for youngwomen. Leading those opposed to
the measure was the ultraorthodox Agudat Yisrael Party, and one of the
points at issuewas the recruitment of girls recently arrived from countries
of the Middle East and North Africa. The argument against the recruit-
ment was, mainly, that such a course would be a violation of or at vari-
ance with the religious, cultural, and social backgrounds of these young
women. The debate was fierce and rather noisy, and what with a natu-
ral inclination I have against cultural coercion and the manipulation of
human beings, I gave my vote to Agudat Yisrael.This however was a pri-
vate sort of protest. Publicly, in my writing, I took every opportunity of
presenting my somewhat dissenting approach to the subject of the rather
peculiar state of relations between religion and the state in Israel. Here
are some of the things I wrote on the subject, the first three as Marginal
Columns for the Post:

In a bookwhich has just beenpublished,ModernTrends in Jewish Educa-

tionbyZviE.Kurzweil (ThomasYoseloff,NewYork&London, $5), there

is a chapter on Jewish education in Israel, with the interesting heading:

‘‘HowJewishare Israel’sGeneralSchools?’’ Itwill be recalled that thegov-

ernment educational programmeadoptedby theKnesset in 1956 included

a section on ‘‘Jewish consciousness,’’ which the government undertook to

endeavour to deepen among Israeli youth in the elementary and second-

ary schools.The programme further stipulated that the authorities would

try to root Israeli youth ‘‘in the past of the Jewish people and its historic

heritage, and to imbue themwith the feeling of belonging toWorld Jewry,

springing from an awareness of their common destiny and historic con-

tinuity, which unites the Jews throughout the world in all countries and

throughout all generations . . .’’

Three years after this programme was adopted, in September 1959,

the Ministry of Education decided to take steps towards its implementa-

tion. Two committees were appointed, which between them found that,

roughly speaking, there was a need to introduce ‘‘Jewish consciousness’’

into general State schools and ‘‘Israeli consciousness’’ in State religious

schools.This was called ‘‘Jewish-Israeli consciousness,’’ and it stipulated

that in the general schools emphasis would be laid on the religious as-

pect of the subject, while in the religious schools it was to be placed on

fostering national Israeli consciousness.

How Jewish is Jewish consciousness, then? To appreciate the full sig-

nificance of the problem it may be advisable to quote further from the



100 outsider in the promised land

Knesset debate on the subject five years ago. In his concluding speech,

in fact, Minister of Education Zalman Aranne hit the nail squarely on the

head when he told the House: ‘‘We respect religion, because religious

faith in its pure form elevates man.We adopt the Jewish tradition which

embodies both national and religious elements, because it epitomizes the

gloryof former times andancient gloryneverwanes . . .Therefore love and

respect for tradition must permeate our national schools—not in order

to educate for religion but in order to maintain the national character of

oureducational system.’’Dr.Kurzweil argues that ‘‘Jewishconsciousness’’

is thus not meant to provide an education toward religion and the ob-

servance of religious rules. ‘‘What [Aranne] meant was that information

about Jewish tradition is to be imparted, i.e., pupils are merely to be in-

structed about the various facets of Jewish life and customs.’’ In other

words, what is to be imparted to the children is a historical concept of

Judaism.

The indifference of much of our youth to religious tradition has often

beencommentedupon. ‘‘Jewishconsciousness’’ as it isnowimparteddoes

not seem capable of changing this situation.To quote Kurzweil again: ‘‘In

the Diaspora the difference between Jew and Gentile is mainly religious.

The sabra, having no religion, has nothing in common with the Jews of

the Diaspora; and the Jewish people, once united, are thus in danger of

becoming divided.’’

The truth, of course, is that—as in so many other spheres—we have

been trying to have it both ways.Two of the baffling questions facing the

Hebrew school in Israel—as summed up in Mr. Aranne’s speech quoted

above—are cases inpoint.Thefirst is ‘‘Howto reconcile theZionist teach-

ing of ‘rejection of the Diaspora’ with the official wish to ‘inculcate in

Israeli youthanawarenessof theunityof the Jewishpeople?’ ’’Thesecond

is ‘‘how to bring closer to children educated in secular schools a culture

permeated with religion?’’

(‘‘Having it BothWays,’’ july 28, 1964)

Whateverelsemaybe said about thepresent state of religious affairs in this

country, it is obvious that no one is quite happy about it.The out-and-out

secularists complain—oftenplausiblyenough—of religious coercion; the

strictlyOrthodox, havingwona considerable numberof victories for their

own point of view, are beginning to wonder whether they are not in fact

pushing things too hard—andwhether ‘‘spiritual’’ victories won through

politicalmanipulation andpressuremaynot ultimately provepyrrhic; and

those in the middle, simple Jews who do not want to make a public po-
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litical issue of their faith or lack of it, cannot help looking with sorrow

and even disbelief on the way in which both the Orthodox and the secu-

larist extremists are degrading religion—the former by peddling it in the

political marketplaces, the latter by their noisy rejection of it.

Clearly, some way must be found out of this tangle. It cannot be an

easy one, and it may well entail a major operation. Some two months ago

the Klausenberger Rebbe, in a strident three-hour address to his congre-

gation, came out for an independent, autonomous Chief Rabbinate not

linked in any way to the State. His plea, though persuasive, was rejected

by themain religious group in the country—theNational Religious Party.

‘‘Independent, yes. Separate, no!’’ they replied. Needless to say, in the

final analysis their reservations had little if anything to dowith purely reli-

gious considerations: Separation of Synagogue andState—which is what

an independent and autonomous Chief Rabbinate would amount to—

would deprive the religious parties of their positions of power and influ-

ence, positions from which it seems easier to promote formalistic reli-

gious ends—apoor substitute indeed for the tremendous educational and

spiritual effort needed to promote genuine religious ends.

That there is a strong Orthodox case for separation is becoming obvi-

ous to many. The Klausenberger Rebbe may have been dismissed as an

extremist or a fanatic. Not so Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, the Gaon of

America’s Orthodox Jewry and widely considered a spokesman of the

MizrahiMovement. Rabbi Soloveitchik has recently given an interview to

the New York correspondent of the Jewish Chronicle in which he made

known his views on the relations between religion and state in Israel. In

this interview he made it clear that he was now all for separation. A rab-

binate linked up with a state cannot be completely free, he asserted, and

‘‘the mere fact that halachic problems are discussed as political issues at

cabinet meetings is an infringement of the sovereignty of the Rabbinate.’’

Aboveandbeyond this, the rabbi expressedgravedoubts as towhether the

whole struggle to maintain religious observance through political action

was worthwhile. ‘‘More might have been accomplished had there been

complete separation,’’ he asserted, adding that had such a separation been

effected ‘‘peoplewouldhave lookedup tousas religious leaders andwould

not have accused us of acting as politicians . . .

What, then, is to be done? Can religious law be adjusted in a way that

would satisfy both our modern needs and the Orthodox tradition? A few

years ago, an eminentOrthodox scholar and a leader of the religious bloc,

called for the convening of a Sanhedrin to discuss the subject and carry

out reforms. The call was not heeded. The difficulty of achieving agree-



102 outsider in the promised land

ment amongst the Orthodox themselves would prevent such a develop-

ment from ever materializing. Back in the 16th century, such an attempt

was made—and failed. A group of leading rabbis in Safad proposed that

a Sanhedrin be called into being. All went smoothly until one rabbi in

Jerusalem refused to join them—and the plan was dead. In present-day

Israel,manymore than one rabbiwill be foundwhowould condemn such

a gathering as heretical.

(‘‘Separation or Sanhedrin,’’ april 14, 1964)

It is difficult to be either objective or terribly original about theological

subjects, especially when these touch upon the very core of religion. At-

titudes are usually too well-set and final to leave scope for intellectual

manoeuvering, and the two sides in such a disputation tend to argue their

respective cases on two different levels of reasoning.

. . .Dr.Louis Jacobs,whoseappointmentasRabbiof theNewWestEnd

Synagogue the Chief Rabbi of Great Britain refused to confirm, speaks

for what can be termed a new trend. Advocating a rational and critical

approach to theTorah, Jacobs seeks a reinterpretation of Judaism which

would appeal ‘‘to the questing mind as well as to the heart.’’ He believes

that parts of theTorah are not Divine but are man-made, and that reason

alone shouldbe thefinal judge as towhatparts of theTorahmaybe consid-

eredDivine. ‘‘It is nowseen,’’ hewrote in apamphlet entitledTheSanction

of the Mitzvot, that ‘‘the Bible is not, as the medieval Jew thought it was,

a book dictated by God, but a collection of books which grew gradually

over the centuries and that it contains a human as well as Divine element.

This applies to the Pentateuch as well as to the rest of the Bible . . . In

modern times the Jewno longerasks, ‘‘WhydidGod tell us to keep certain

mitzvot? ’’ but ‘‘Did God tell us to keep certain mitzvot? ’’

It is Jacobs’s conviction that this attitude is in keeping with Orthodox

Judaism. He maintains, however, that the term ‘‘Orthodox’’ means ‘‘dif-

ferent things to different people.’’ For him, the question is not what the

term means in other parts of the world but what it means in the United

Synagogue and inAnglo-Jewry. ‘‘IfOrthodoxymeans a fundamentalist at-

titudewhich is inhospitable to all modern thought and scholarly inquiry,

then we are not Orthodox and are proud not to be called Orthodox,’’ he

declared twoweeks ago at themeeting inwhich it was decided to establish

a new independentOrthodox congregation. Aweek later, conducting the

first service of theNewLondonSynagogue, Jacobs stated that, although it

has beenonegreat idea, Judaism ‘‘is a great idea that has expressed itself in

every age and generation in a slightlydifferent form.’’ He and his newcon-
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gregation, he said, ‘‘had to move because we believe it is more important

for men to speak their mind than to mind their speech.’’

To such a ‘‘modernist’’ approach to religion the answer can be easily

anticipated. In a 4,000-word statementmade earlier this monthDr. Israel

Brodie, theChief Rabbi, explainedwhy theOrthodox communitywas so

concerned to safeguard the observance ofTorah laws. ‘‘Those laws of the

Torah areof Divineoriginwithbinding authorityonallwhoare sonsof the

Covenant.Theyare not observed for their hygienic or prudential benefits,

nor even for reasons associated with the preservation of Jewish customs

and national folkways.They aremandatory upon us as beingDivine com-

mands explicit and implicit in theTorah as interpreted by teachers whose

authority is derived from the Torah itself . . . The Torah, including the

Written and Oral Law, is the very basis of Jewish existence. Once under-

mined, as our historical experience has proved, Jewish life and tradition

weakens and withers . . .’’

What more is there to say? . . . One tends to agree with the editorialist

of a Gentile paper, the Daily Telegraph, who commented that it is per-

fectly possible to be both intelligent and learned and yet to doubtwhether

unaided reason should be the final arbiter of what parts of a revealed reli-

gion should and should not be believed. Truth to tell, one cannot resist

the thought that, had one been anOrthodoxmemberof the Anglo-Jewish

community, onewould not have taken Jacobs’s side in this dispute—if for

no better reason than just because religion is not philosophy and a syna-

gogue cannot be turned into a philosophy class for ‘‘the questing mind.’’

(‘‘Rabbi or Philosopher,’’ may 19, 1964)

One of the reports I sent the Jewish Chronicle was entitled ‘‘Judaism:
Extinction or Rebirth?’’ I give it here in full.

Exaggeration, dramatization, and extremism are sure signs of intellectual

confusion, and Israel in the mid-1960s seems to have a good deal of all

these. A few months ago, dramatically and quite unexpectedly, Profes-

sor Isaiah Leibovitch of the Hebrew University broke the news to us that

Judaism was going to be good and dead ‘‘within one or two generations.’’

Stressing his point, he said in an interview published in Bat Kol, the Bar

Ilan University student newspaper, that for him this was not merely an

imminent danger: ‘‘I am very much afraid that we are already past the

danger point!’’

Now Leibovitch is an observant Jew, though he is known to be highly

critical of our religious establishment.When he speaks of Judaism, there-
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fore, he must mean Judaism in its religious and spiritual sense rather than

in the nationalist or ‘‘racial’’ one. This is a point of view which, coming

from any source, one can easily dismiss as wrong and wrong-headed; but

coming from an outspoken observant Jew it is little short of shocking.

We do not know the precise grounds on which Leibovitch bases his

bleak prophecies. But the whole dismal theory that the end of Judaism is

near at hand dates back to the early days of the State of Israel. As far as

one can trace its origins it was first propounded by Arthur Koestler, who

had spent some time in a kibbutz in pre-State days and who is a wholly

assimilated Jew of Hungarian origin.

Koestler, in the concluding chapter of his book Promise and Fulfill-

ment, which he wrote amidst the general atmosphere of elation following

the establishment of the State, tried to analyze the implications of this

event for Judaism and for Jews in general. Quite feasibly, he did this solely

in an attempt to resolve his own ‘‘Jewish Problem’’—and one must admit

that, from his point of view at least, he managed to resolve it very conve-

niently and for all time!

Koestler’s recipewas rather simple: the Jewish State, he argued, places

every Jewoutside Israel before a dilemmawhichwill become increasingly

acute: a choice between becoming a citizen of the Israeli nation and re-

nouncing any conscious or implicit claim to separate nationhood or reli-

gion. In otherwords, Koestler spelled the end of Judaism in theDiaspora,

both as a nationality and as a religion.Thus it was that the Jewish Problem

of at least one Jewwas solved: ArthurKoestler chose not to come to Israel,

automaticallyceasing thereby to be a Jew! Sure enough,Koestler has since

kept completely aloof of everything connectedwith Jews, Judaism and the

Jewish State: having made his choice, he is no longer troubled by those

searching questions which inspired hisThieves in the Night and Promise

and Fulfillment.

Whatever you may think of Koestler’s theory, it at least envisages the

possibility that Judaism will survivewithin the Jewish State. Leibovitch

seems to reject even this possibility—and in this hehas a strange ally in the

person of Arnold Toynbee, himself an outspoken critic of Zionism and

the Zionist State. Toynbee is convinced that the establishment of Israel

means the end of Judaism everywhere and for all time. And he has a most

original and ingenious piece of reasoning to prove his theory.

‘‘Both themodern Israelis,’’ hewrote several years ago in his bookEast

and West, ‘‘and the modern Dispersion of historical Jews in the countries

of theWestern world are going to be dejudaised as a consequence of the

establishment of the present State of Israel . . . Psychologically, a Jew is
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an ex-Palestinian, or a descendant of one, who is determined to return to

Palestine, but has been unable to return so far; and neither the present-

day Israelisnor thepresent-day ‘Dispersion’ answers to thatpsychological

definition . . .’’

Toynbee’s explanation is shockingly simple: ‘‘In carrying out for them-

selves a territorial state on Palestinian soil, the Israelis have transformed

themselves from Jews into Gentiles,’’ he decrees, since they are already in

Palestine and thus can no longer walk aroundwith the unfulfilled and un-

fulfillable longing for return toEretzYisrael.The same is of course equally

true of Diaspora Jews who nowcan at any time go to Israel if they want to!

Leibovitch is thus not alone in arguing that the end of Judaism is near.

Whether his appraisal is correct is quite another story. One does not want

to engage in prophecies, but it would probably be no less plausible than

the professor’s dark premonitions to say that Judaism, both in the Dias-

pora and in Israel, may yet experience a veritable revival, a rebirth even,

the like of which it has not known for a long, long time.The visible revival

in America of interest in things Jewish on the one hand, and the intellec-

tual ferment among theyouth of Israel on the other, are indeed fairly likely

to result in such a spiritual revival.

the religious divide

My interest in the religious divide, as in the other aspects of Israeli life
with which I dealt, was largely due to the impact it was having on my fel-
low immigrants from countries of the Middle East and North Africa. In
this particular sphere, what seemed to me to be the paramount factor in
the Oriental newcomer’s endeavors to attain the desired integration into
Israeli society was a kind of dual pull directed by two opposed and op-
posing forces within that society, producing arguablydetrimental effects.
These two forces were, of course, those of an overwhelmingly secular-
ized society and political establishment on the one hand and a deeply
entrenchedandhighly institutionalizedreligiouscommunityon theother.

Observant, tradition-oriented immigrants from the Middle East or
North Africa thus started with a marked disadvantage. The subtle but
always present pressures they confronted in their daily life were intensi-
fied by what they faced in their own families and homes. If an immigrant
happened to be a father, the odds were that he gradually lost all control
over his children. In most cases these children—sons and daughters in
their teens and barely out of high school—had to work to support their
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parents and their younger sisters and brothers, andwhat with the various
influences and pressures towhich they were subjected outside the home,
they tended to be far more difficult to handle, and parental authority in
such cases was rendered ineffective and often irrelevant.Thus, losing his
authority in the home as well as his status in the community, the immi-
grant father can have no hope of maintaining a truly kosher household
and has to watch with subdued anger while his children enthusiastically
embrace the culture and norms of the secularized, ‘‘post-Jewish’’ society
outside.

But if, as a factor in his spiritual life, the secularized society proved
detrimental to the religious practices of the Oriental immigrant, Israel’s
institutionalized and completely politicized religious establishment can-
not be said to have been of any more help here either. Of the factors re-
sponsible for this state of affairs, three strike me as crucial: the loss of the
synagogue as a social-communal meeting place and institution of the first
order; the increasing polarization between Orthodox and secular Jews
in Israel; and the growth of political parties—religious and secular—as
patrons and guardians of the religious life.

As with all other Jewries, the synagogue in Middle Eastern and North
African cities was far more than a house of worship, tending as it did to
absorb and to develop the social life of the Jewish community. To quote
fromIsraelAbrahams’s classic JewishLife in theMiddleAges (1896), ‘‘The
synagoguewas not a mere place in which the Jew prayed; it was a place in
which he lived; and just as life has its earnest and its frivolous moments,
so the Jew in the synagoguewas at times rigorously reverent, and at others
quite at his ease.’’ In more concrete terms the synagogue, besides being a
house of prayer, was also a house of study and a house of assembly.

For the synagogue-going Jew fromtheMiddleEast andNorthAfrica—
rather more than for others—all this suddenly changed upon his arrival
in Israel. What happened, especially in the first years of immigration,
was that in addition to being physically separated from relatives, friends,
and immediate surroundings, Oriental immigrants who sought houses
of worship in their new neighborhoods had to content themselves with
synagogues in which they tended to be and feel like perfect strangers.
Even where there was a Sephardi synagogue to go to, this in no way was
the cozy, friendly gathering of neighbors and relatives the immigrant had
been used to and in which he could chat with friends and acquaintances
in between prayers. And in those rare cases inwhich he could find a syna-
gogueusedbymembers of his owncommunity, our newcomer found that
hehad agooddeal of adjusting todo.Ahost of outside factors, influences,
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and pressures had in the meantime intervened to increase the confusion:
the political parties (‘‘Are you Mapai or religious?’’); the virtual impossi-
bility of separating personal piety from publicized conformism; the fact
that organized religion became a state business and a subject for endless
bargaining and squabbles.

Not surprisingly, these factors—and above all the politicization of reli-
gion—ledmanyof thosewhoused to go to synagogue to stop the practice
altogether. One such immigrant, a newcomer from Baghdad, once told
me that soon after he arrived in Israel he stopped going to synagogue even
on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, not because of any sudden loss of
belief, but because ‘‘every time I am in a synagoguehere the first thing that
comes to my mind is how political party functionaries and government
employees seem to be running thewhole ‘Jewish’ show.’’ He had no con-
fidence, he said, in the sincerity of either the one or the other when they
profess faithandpietyorurge thebelievers toprayersanddonations, since
their very livelihoods depended on such professions and sermonizings.

An idea of the extent of the politicization of the religious scene in Israel
can be had from a brief account of the interparty row created in the early
years of the state by the arrival of hundreds of thousands of immigrants
fromMiddle Eastern andNorth African countries, and the hard bargains
struck by the parties for dividing these newcomers into ‘‘spheres of in-
fluence’’ (a practice strongly reminiscent of ‘‘sharing the booty’’). The
high proportion of observant Jews among these immigrants gave rise to
hopes among the religious parties of a coalition between the active, politi-
cally organized, and highly motivated Ashkenazi religious group and the
masses of passive but religiously oriented newcomers from the Orient.

One of the ways that religious polarization affected the Oriental new-
comer is adequately illustrated by the following real-life case. Salman, in
his early forties, was the father of four when he came to Israel fromBasra,
Iraq, early in 1951—two sons and two daughters whose ages ranged be-
tween nine and thirteen. Back in his native city, he was what inWestern
Jewishparlancewouldbe termed ‘‘conservative’’—observantwithout too
much strictness, an occasional synagogue-goer, keeper of a kosher home
but without restrictions on such activities as travel, using the telephone
and the refrigerator, and shopping on the Sabbath. After a few valiant at-
tempts, however, Salman stopped going to synagogue and became even
more liberal about what is permitted and what is forbidden on the Sab-
bath. His most acutely felt loss in this respect, however, was that he and
his wife, Lulu, found it easier and more natural to cease lighting Sabbath
eve candles, dispensewith the age-old tradition of Sabbath morning kid-
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dush, and, finally, abandon the whole family ceremony of a Sabbath eve
meal, which they both cherished and would have very much wanted to
continue.

‘‘Butwhy?’’ I askedSalman, feeling a little distressedmyself. ‘‘Well, it’s
like this,’’ he said. ‘‘First,with the exception ofmyfirstborn,who couldn’t
be accommodated in any high school in sight, all my children went to the
nonreligious [state] school in themabara, whichmeant that their outlook
and attitudes became strictly secular. Mind you, even if I had been better
informed about the intricacies of the educational system here, I would
in any case have sent the children to a regular state school, since send-
ing them to religious school would have resulted in the disruption of our
household. The trouble, you see, is that unlike what we had in the past,
in ‘primitive’ Basra, there is no halfway house here in matters of religious
observance. It seems that you are fated to be either strictly Orthodox or
totally nonobservant, a professed ‘heretic.’ Had we sent the children to
religious schools, they would have expected us, their parents, to run a far
moreOrthodox household thanwe are able orwilling to do.On the other
hand, sending them to a nonreligious State school meant that we have
been deprived of any feeling of religious fulfillment and identification we
had had in the old country.’’

Salman was profoundly unhappy about the current state of polariza-
tion between Orthodox and secularized Jew. ‘‘In such a situation,’’ he
explained, ‘‘people like me andmywife, who all their lives had led an un-
tarnished traditional Jewish existence based on the principle of ‘live and
let live,’ cannot find their bearings. I simply refuse to be either a fanati-
cal, strictly observant Jewor a totally secularized onewhowould not even
spare the feelings of his observant neighbor.What is worse, I find noway
of refraining fromdoing either and at the same timemaintain a semblance
of the Jewish religious tradition.’’

What I find noteworthy here is that the liberal, easygoing traditional
Judaism observed by Salman and his fellow Oriental immigrants had
no ideological classification of any kind—Orthodox, Conservative, Re-
form—butwas the result simplyof a gradual and natural process ofmod-
ernization. In Israel, many of these immigrants managed to preserve this
informal brand of religiosity in their households, and it is interesting to
note that strictly observant Ashkenazi inhabitants of religious neighbor-
hoods and housing projects have often complained about this phenome-
non. Their most frequent complaint is that their Oriental neighbors are
‘‘not sufficiently observant’’—going to synagogues but not minding TV
watching on the Sabbath, sending their children to religious schools but



the three divides 109

letting them go to Saturday football matches, allowing their daughters to
walk around inwhat the neighbors consider immodest clothes, and soon.

Meanwhile, the process of acculturation of Oriental newcomers and
their children in the religious field has been as fast and as wide-ranging
as that which they have undergone in other spheres of life. Many spe-
cifically eastern European religious customs and mores, which with the
passage of timebecame for the old settlers completely identifiedwith Jew-
ish religious precepts andnorms,were adoptedby theOrientals and their
rabbis without objection. Among these: the universal use of skullcaps, in
and outside houses of prayer, at the dining table and away from it; burial
rites, gravestones, and visitations to the dead; the religious—as against
the State’s—ban on bigamy; andmany points of difference in the liturgy,
minor matters of kashrut [a kosher diet], and others.

In all these spheres, the Sephardi rabbinate, like the Sephardi public
as a whole, embraced the norms of the dominant group unquestioningly.
This readiness seems to me to be a measure of the frailty of the Orien-
tal newcomer’s cultural power of resistance when confronted with a dy-
namic, aggressive, dominant culture. As such, this acceptance of foreign
religious practices can be seen as merely part of the general pattern of the
Oriental’s attempt to make the best of a difficult, trying situation.

The subject was to crop up again a few years later—
by sheer accident, youmight say.The timewas one

day in April 1967.The place: Isfahan, in northern Iran.The city was still
thickly covered with snow, and the hotel in which our tightfisted Persian
travel agent installeduswas cold andunaccommodating.Wewere a group
of Israeli students and scholars on a study tour organized by one of the
larger Israeli universities, and, as Israelis do, one of the first things we did
was to make our presence known to the city’s Jewish community.

Isfahan’s chief rabbi and Jewish community head duly came to the
hotel. It was Sabbath eve and manifestly well after sunset, and some of
us were set wondering how on earth the man had managed to make his
way to the hotel on foot in such grisly weather.We did not have towonder
for very long—for as the hakham was bidding us good night, he asked
whether he could reachus by telephone.Told that he could, he flourished
an expensive fountain pen and wrote down the number. He was to tele-
phone to confirm an appointment we had arranged with him, since we
wanted to visit the synagogue and the Jewish ‘‘ghetto.’’

As soon as the chief rabbi left the hotel, something very much like
panic overtook our group. ‘‘We seem to have had it,’’ exclaimed one of
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the group’s leaders, a historian and Middle East specialist. ‘‘We have no
doubt unwittingly landed right into the midst of the tug-of-war between
the Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform Jews of Isfahan,’’ he added.
Asked to explain, he said: ‘‘It’s simple; whoever directed us to the local
Jewish community gave us the phone number of the city’s Reform chief
rabbi, and we will no doubt be taken to task for ignoring the Orthodox
chief rabbi, who probably represents themajorityof Jews here.You know
how sensitive these people can be.’’

As it transpired, the panicwas totally unjustified. Isfahan’s chief rabbi,
the selfsame one who actually wrote on a Saturday and probably even
drove his own car or took a taxi cab to the hotel, was the city’s sole chief
rabbi and head of the community, and that was the end of that. Not
only were there no such divisions among Isfahani Jews, but it is doubtful
whether even their chief rabbi had somuch as heard of the three religious
groupingsof Jews in theWesterndiasporas.And if furtherevidenceof this
was needed, it came promptly on the following morning.The synagogue
wewent to visit—andwhich we could reach only by car—was a spacious
old house of prayer reminiscent of hundreds of such places in dozens
of Middle Eastern and North African cities and towns. Like many such
synagogues, it was flanked on one side by a Muslim household, on the
other by a Jewish one—and the so-called Jewish ‘‘ghetto’’ turned out to
be no more a ghetto than any predominantly Jewish quarter in Baghdad,
Cairo, Marrakesh,Tunis, or Damascus.

A minor ‘‘incident’’ was provoked on the threshold of the synagogue.
Bent on proving a hypothesis of his, one member of the group, a new-
comer from Iraq, chose to enter the synagoguewithout a skullcap—‘‘just
to see what happens,’’ he explained. What happened was exactly what
he said he had predicted would happen. Neither Isfahan’s chief rabbi
nor the shammash [sexton] so much as raised an eyebrow, and there was
not a murmur from the congregation. It was, instead, the Israelis who
made a furor, accusing the man of lack of respect and consideration for
the feelings of his hosts. Obviously, it never crossed their minds that ob-
servant Jews can be quite consciously and matter-of-factly tolerant of the
nonobservant, or that the process of secularization—the shift from strict
Orthodoxy and observance to a less pronounced state of belief or even
unbelief—can be made smoothly, privately, and without much fuss.
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varieties of ethnic snobbism

One early spring day in 1962 Aharon Amir askedme
to take part in a symposium that he said he was

recording for publication in the Hebrew quarterly Keshet and that was to
have the general title ‘‘Ethnic Snobbism.’’ I declined. Not that the subject
was foreign to me or failed to move me. On the contrary, since coming to
Israel early in 1951, I had become increasingly aware of the gravity of the
ethnicproblem.True, at that time Ihadno ideawhat aSephardioranAsh-
kenazi was, and I refused to believe any of the things I heard concerning
‘‘discrimination againstOrientals.’’ But Iwas soon to knowbetter, though
I maintained silence—both because I disliked polemics and because of
the unusual complexity of the subject.

The Keshet symposium (which was eventually printed in the Summer
1962 issue) was, however, to prove to be something of a turning point in
my own thinking on the subject, and it ultimately sparked off a contro-
versy that lastednearlyadecade.The symposium itself—thoughmarking
a considerable improvement in the usually dismal standard of discourse
that until then had plagued all discussion of the ethnic problem—con-
tainednothingoutof theordinary.Mostof theparticipantsmanagedagain
to miss the essential point, which to me seemed to lie in the fact that the
growing rift between the communities was fundamentally a cultural one,
even though the dominant in-groupwas trying to reduce it to a socioeco-
nomic and educational ‘‘gap’’ to be narrowed and finally closed through
a determined attempt by society to raise the economic, social, and edu-
cational levels of the out-group.

This approach, it seemed tome then, was doublywrong, harmful, and
often dishonest. In the first place, it spelled cultural coercion against the
Orientals, and their ultimate deracination and Levantinization. Second,
it tended to enter the Oriental immigrant in a race that he had no hope
whatever of winning.

It was not the symposium itself, however, that was to start the debate.
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It was something that Keshet printed in its next issue in response to the
symposium: a communication from a reader, occupying six whole pages
and arguing flatly and with admirable candor that the solution to Israel’s
ethnic problems lay in the ‘‘Ashkenazization’’ of the Orientals (Keshet,
Autumn 1962). The writer’s name was Gideon Spiegal.

In response to this refreshingly frank proposition,Keshet printed in its
Winter 1963 issue a five-page rejoinder by Eliahu Aghasi, an old-timer
of Iraqi origin. He had served as director of the Arab department of the
Histadrut for a numberof years before being summarilyousted and trans-
ferred to some obscure post, presumably to deal with cultural activities
among the labor federation’s Oriental membership.

It was at the farewell party held by the Histadrut for its regrettably de-
parting Arab department director that I first met Aghasi. It was one of
the gloomiest and most ludicrous affairs I had ever attended: speakers
sounded as though they were reciting obituaries of the poor man, and he
himself gave the impression of one about to be crucified.

I saw Aghasi again shortly after the Lavon affair, which ended with
Lavon’s dismissal and the ouster of a number of his faithful support-
ers in the Histadrut. One of these was Nahum Yahalom, whom Lavon
had appointed director of the Arab department during his period of en-
trenchment, just before he launched his crusade against Ben-Gurion and
‘‘the security establishment.’’ With Yahalom gone, Aghasi was called to
take his place, on the strict understanding that this was to be a stopgap
arrangement.

Shortlyafterward,whenAghasi refused tovacatehis ‘‘temporary’’posi-
tion, he was offered the management of the newly founded Arabic Pub-
lishingHouse,which theHistadrut setuppartly to takecareof its interests
in Al-Yawm and partly to coordinate its various publications in Arabic.
From then on I was to see Aghasi almost daily.

Before submitting his piece to Keshet, Aghasi gave it to me to read. I
found it quite interesting, and immediately after it was printed I decided
to give the whole subject some publicity in a foreign language publica-
tion. In February 1962, I sent the following report to the Jewish Observer
and Middle East Review, for which I had already been writing. It ap-
peared in the issue dated March 1, 1963, under the heading ‘‘Strangers
We Remain—New Ideas on Mixing the Communities. From a special
correspondent.’’

Experience has shown—the report said—that, in all cases and places

where Ashkenazi andOriental Jews havemet and lived together, there has
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not as yet emerged a type of Jew—Israeli, English or Argentinean—who

is not still either Ashkenazi or Oriental, not even after the eighty years of

Jewish settlement here in the Holy Land.Those who call for ‘‘mixing the

communities,’’ and who by this mean mostly ‘‘Ashkenazising’’ the Sep-

hardi andOriental communities, are engaged in awild goose chase.There

are in Israel today third- and fourth-generation sabras born of Ashkenazi

and Oriental parents—yet they are still looked upon as Ashkenazi and

Oriental.

Those, among others, are the conclusions reached by Eliahu Aghasi, a

veteran Israeli of Iraqi origin, writing inKeshet.Aghasi was responding to

anarticlewrittenbyGideonSpiegal,whichappeared in aprevious issueof

the periodical, candidly calling on the non-Ashkenazis ‘‘to assimilate’’—

to become ‘‘Ashkenazised.’’

What, asks Aghasi, is a Sephardi to do in order to attain this Ashke-

nazisation? Is he merely to imitate, to dissimulate, to try to be ‘‘like an

Ashkenazi,’’ or actually to be one?Above all, what is to be theyardstick for

‘‘Ashkenazism?’’Who is to decide?Shallwename some sort of committee

for thepurpose—and if so, should itsmembersbeAshkenazis, Sephardis,

or just people who have managed to get ‘‘Ashkenazised’’?

After asking these questions—then answering them, with illustrations

drawn fromhis experiences and those of others, Aghasi arrives at the con-

clusion that we ought to reconcile ourselves to the fate of a nation com-

posed of two distinctive communal groups. Instead of exhorting Israelis

to get Ashkenazised, Sephardized or simply ‘‘mixed,’’ we should merely

ask them to close their ranks, to march forward, to arise, and to get on in

this world. Such a course, he believes, will have the advantage of help-

ing us to get out of the blind alley in which we find ourselves on to a

path whose direction we know and which should prevent tensions and

resentments.

Far frombargainingover ‘‘what togiveandwhat to take’’ (asSpiegalhad

formulated the problem), the question is whether theAshkenazis are at all

willing to accept the Oriental Jew qua Oriental Jew, who cannot hope to

become—at least during this generation—anything but an Oriental Jew.

The reply to the Oriental Jew’s plea to be accepted, Aghasi writes, has

always been the same. ‘‘Having shattered his personality, the Ashkenazis

proceed to ask that he be an Ashkenazi like unto themselves!’’

When I wrote this summary of Aghasi’s ideas, my aim was to start a
serious discussion of a subject that I thought was being deplorably ne-
glected, avoided, or just ignored.The stratagemworked. Reading the re-
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port, Spiegalwent to the trouble of sending a long letter to the editor,who
duly printed it in the issue dated April 5, 1963, under the heading ‘‘No
Compromise on Culture: WhyWesternisation?’’ Here is an excerpt:

At this juncture, I cite the historical proofs, from Peter the Great to

Ataturk, to show that the only possible way for an Oriental Jew is to

accept what is best in European civilisation in order to contribute

to the progress of Israeli society.

Total imitation of European civilisation will help solve the prob-

lem of backwardness which is not only the result of economic con-

ditions, but of an Eastern atmosphere which does not encourage

study and education. I would say, by way of comparison, that the

Ashkenazi Jew of Meah Shaarim, though economically badly off, is

the exact opposite here of the Oriental Jew, because he lives in an

atmosphere of intensive intellectual training and exercise . . .

The point is not that an Oriental Jew should become an ‘‘Ashke-

nazi,’’ but rather that he should accept the good and necessary things

inWestern civilisation. As for the question of what to give and what

to receive, I have propounded the brutal but accurate fact that at

present the Oriental communities have less to give than to receive

(if, of course, our assumption is that Westernisation is the order of

the day). On the other hand, it is to be welcomed that Oriental Jews,

while receiving the best of European civilisation, also spread their

native customs and folk ways, which have a definite charm and value

of their own . . .

Naturally, we should always welcome Oriental representation

chosen on the basis of merit. I believe, therefore, that a tempo-

rary predominance of Ashkenazi Jews is more in the true interests

of the country as a whole than artificial boosting on a communal

basis.Westernisation will produce a situation in which the Oriental

Jews will ultimately achieve representation on the basis of genuine

merit . . . Too many people admit in private what I am saying, but

consider it bad form to say so in public.

Once Spiegal spoke, I took care to set the stage for a full-blown discus-
sionof the subject.The following letter,which I sentpromptly toLondon,
appeared in the Jewish Observer of April 19 under the heading, ‘‘Not by
Bread and Plumbing Alone,’’ signed ‘‘Onlooker.’’

Gideon Spiegal cites ‘‘historical proofs from Peter the Great to Ata-

turk’’ in order to prove his view that ‘‘total imitation of European
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civilisation will help solve the problem of backwardness, which is not

only the result of economic conditions but of an Eastern atmosphere

which does not encourage study and education.’’

I am not sure that your correspondent really knows what he is

talking about. Even if one accepts his thesis that non-Oriental Jews

in Israel would be the right agents for ‘‘Westernising’’ their Oriental

brethren—a thesis which is very doubtful, since the former are them-

selves still undergoing the inevitable process of Westernisation—one

suspects that he is blissfully unaware of the enormous psychological

implications of a standpoint which the Israelis have been adopting

regarding this problem.

Since the subject is vexed and prejudice-ridden, I would con-

fine myself quoting from a book by Margaret Mead, the well-known

American anthropologist, which seems to me to be very apt: ‘‘As each

culture,’’ wrote Mead, ‘‘is a whole, however sorely torn at the mo-

ment—whole in the sense that it is the system by which and through

which its members live—in all relationships between cultures each

must be accorded dignity and value. Much of . . . the present evalua-

tion of change within a country is conducted with explicit or implicit

denial of the dignity of members of those countries which, while

often the inheritors of much older traditions, have not been in the

vanguard of these aspects of culture which stem from modern sci-

ence . . . Phrases which divide the world into ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’

may come to repudiate the possibility of learning anything at all,

or of sharing anything at all except ‘bread’ with those who have so

denigrated their cherished ways of life . . . [No] programme of tech-

nological development can hope to succeed in the long run if it leaves

people unhappy and maladjusted.’’

My impression is that Israel’s programme for the ‘‘Westernisa-

tion’’ of her Oriental Jewries has so far been leading to some very

negative results—unhappiness, maladjustment, resistance to change,

repudiation, and a refusal to share with the cultural ‘‘haves’’ anything

except bread and plumbing.

The following week, in its issue dated April 26, 1963, the Jewish Ob-
server carried a letter fromAghasi, under the heading ‘‘Why ShouldOri-
ental Jews Assimilate?’’ The letter, which I had read and ‘‘edited’’ before
it was mailed, read in part:

Confronted by my contention that Ashkenazisation can mean noth-

ing else but being born to two Ashkenazi parents, brought up by an
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Ashkenazi family and enjoying the feeling of belonging to the Ashke-

nazi group, Mr. Spiegal now pleads . . . that what he really meant was

Westernisation.

Now, if this means acquiringWestern knowledge and techniques,

then let me remind Mr. Spiegal that Oriental Jews have been doing

so for the last eighty years, and even gave theWest some promi-

nent figures. It would seem, however, that merely acquiringWestern

knowledge and techniques is not enough in itself, and that what is

really expected of the Oriental Jew in Israel is nothing short of the

metamorphosis mentioned above . . .

Another way of evading the problem is the use of another ambigu-

ous appellation. People here are rather afraid of the ‘‘Levantinisation’’

of Israel by those Oriental Jews whoWesternise the wrong way!

We therefore read in Mr. Spiegal’s letter the admonition that Ori-

ental Jews should accept only ‘‘the good and necessary things in

Western civilisation,’’ just as the Ashkenazim seem to be doing suc-

cessfully. This is how our compatriots manage to keep talking about

the backwardness of the Oriental Jews as a whole, and deny them,

among other things, the right to hold responsible posts and be equal

partners in the representative bodies of the country!

aharon megged says it all

While the Spiegal affair was on, another front opened by the Jewish Ob-
server introduced a new and unexpected, though welcome, element into
the controversy. Apparentlyon some lecture tourof theUnitedKingdom,
the well-known novelist Aharon Megged was interviewed briefly by a re-
porter working for the weekly, and, what with one thing or other, the
subject of ‘‘the cultural gap’’ was raised. Megged—like so many Israeli
visitors abroad,who seem tobelieve thatwhatever they sayabout the sub-
ject of ‘‘the communities’’ must go unnoticed—gave vent to a ‘‘theory’’
of culture, literature, and literacy, and I found it unusually offensive. As
a result, in reply to Megged I wrote a two-page article under the pseudo-
nym ‘‘T.H. Babli’’—the reason for not signingmy full name being purely
technical: I waswriting regularly for theweeklyonArab andMiddle East-
ern culture and politics, and I and the editor, Jon Kimche, did not want
non-Israeli readers to know that so critical a student of Arab politics and
attitudes had such trouble himself being an Oriental in Israel.

Here are extracts frommy article onMegged, printed under the head-
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ing ‘‘Stop Patronising the Oriental Jews: A Reply to Aharon Megged’’ in
the issue dated May 17, 1963.

It is one of the ironies of history that, while the West has been steadily

freeing itself from the prejudices on non-Westerners which used to be-

devil it, it has fallen to the lot of the so-calledWestern Jews in Israel to be

the last advocates of such outdated notions about ‘‘inferior’’ and ‘‘back-

ward’’ cultures. It is, of course,doubly ironic that thisdeprecatoryattitude

towards everythingnot ‘‘Western’’ shouldbe adoptedby Jews vis-à-vis fel-

low Jews—and for no better reason than that the ways of the two groups

happened to have parted at one juncture in their common history.

It would have been easy to dismiss these prejudices as unimportant,

were it not for the far-reaching historical and practical implications which

they carry with them.To start with, they are gradually but visibly creating

a state of affairs where the so-called Sephardi community in Israel (which

seems to include all Israelis, including sabras, who do not happen to have

been born to twoAshkenazi parents) is being increasingly estranged from

the dominant Eastern European culture—always, however, masquerad-

ing asWestern culture.

In some cases, indeed, members of this deprecated community now

refuse to have any truck with their cultural ‘‘superiors,’’ and seem to have

resigned themselves to a sort of perpetual separation.This, in turn, has re-

sulted in retarding rather than accelerating that process of Westernisation

which large sections of theseOriental Jews had already begun to undergo

in their countries of origin. Secondly, and concurrently, this widespread

and almost subconscious prejudice against Oriental Jewries has led to a

good measure of self-estrangement amongst members of the dominant

Ashkenazi group, since ithas tended tocut themoffeven further fromtheir

own past and tradition andwayof life.This is by nomeans as paradoxical

as it may sound. As an Ashkenazi student of Jewish history pointed out

some time ago: What the Jews of Eastern Europe in Israel really dislike

about their fellow Jews from the Orient is the fact that the latter unpleas-

antly remind them of the social and cultural conditions prevailing only a

few decades ago in their own shtetls and ghettoes in the Russian Pale and

in Poland.

It is this unhealthy eagerness on the part of most Eastern European

Jews in Israel to forget and disown their own past which has led to the

prevalent sneering attitude towards the ‘‘Sephardis’’ and to the dangerous

drift away from their own cultural background. Observers well-versed in

psychology and the dark workings of the collective ego will no doubt be
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better placed to speak of the immense inner satisfactions to bedrawn from

being in a position to feel superior to the next fellow. But it is obvious,

even to the layman, how gratifying it is to be in such a position.

No doubtmany ‘‘Western’’ Israelis are genuinelydistressed at the sight

of somany inferior creatures living in their midst.Yet it would be no exag-

geration to say that, human nature being what it is, this state of affairs has

come to give these ‘‘Westerners,’’ no matter how ‘‘backward’’ they are as

individuals, the rare satisfactionof feeling superior to their non-Ashkenazi

compatriots, no matter how ‘‘advanced’’ and ‘‘cultured.’’ Having by this

process convinced themselves that theyare superior to their less fortunate

fellow-Jews from Asia and Africa, these good-hearted and well-meaning

ex-inhabitants of the shtetl and their descendants proceed to try to con-

vince others. Knowing from their past experiences that they cannot easily

be accepted asWesterners byWesterners, they often find no better way of

gaining such acceptance than byadopting the role of ‘‘Westernisers,’’ thus

showing the whole world that not only are they not to be identified with

their backward brethren from the East, but that they are actually trying

to lift these Jews up to their own Western level of culture and achieve-

ment. It is no doubt this eagerness to be accepted as equals in theWestern

world that makes certain Israeli spokesmen overseas so outspoken and

demonstrative in their pronouncements on the ‘‘cultural gap’’ in Israel . . .

Megged speaks as though there were in Israel only one language, lit-

erature orculture—Hebrew—whereas in fact the overwhelmingmajority

of the population, both European and Oriental, know Hebrew only as

their second or sometimes third language, and have not even a nodding

acquaintancewith Hebrew literature. As a matter of fact, one gets the im-

pression that—apart from the sabras, who include a good proportion of

Orientals—the Israelis who read Hebrew most are the backward Orien-

tals,while themoreadvancedEuropeanspreferEnglish,German,French,

Yiddish or their own various mother tongues. A mere glance at the list

of Israeli newspapers and periodicals—and taking into account the un-

commonly large number of foreign newspapers and periodicals sold in

Israel—will give some idea of the essentially multi-lingual nature of the

Israeli reading public.

But this is not thewhole story: there are tens of thousands of Israelis, of

all categories and classes and communities, who, though they may prefer

to read aHebrewpaper, would never aspire tomakeHebrew the language

of their literary readings.

Megged allows himself to fall into another major contradiction when

he implies that it is precisely the ‘‘new trend’’ in Israeli letters, which he
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claims is preoccupied with ‘‘universal human and social problems,’’ that

is ‘‘entirely alien’’ to the few fortunate Orientals who may be able to read

Hebrew.

One should have thought the contrarywas true, since one of the things

which in the past proved a detriment to a wider reading public, especially

amongst those who did not come from Eastern Europe, was the largely,

if understandably, provincial and narrow subject matter of most of the

older generation of Hebrew writers. Now that, as Megged claims, Israeli

writers, playwrights andpoets are ‘‘playing onuniversal human and social

problems,’’ the barrier should have been removed rather than strength-

ened between the mass of the Orientals and the few Israeli writers who

represent this trend. Yet his thinking on this subject—like that of almost

all ‘‘Westerners’’ in Israel—is so hopelessly muddled and prejudiced that

he allows himself to say, in the same breath, that the new trend in Israeli

literature, of which he is presumably a representative, ‘‘poses basically

Western social and humanitarian questions.’’ Despite this singular lack of

clarityaboutMegged’swhole thesishere,onecannothelpwonderingwhy,

if the new trend is preoccupied with ‘‘universal human and social prob-

lems’’ (again quoting his own words), should the questions it poses be

described as ‘‘basicallyWestern’’? Sincewhen have the terms ‘‘universal’’

and ‘‘Western’’ become identical? Andmoreover, why should our univer-

sallymindedwriters of the new trend resign themselves to a state of affairs

where they are completely cut off from ‘‘well over 60 per cent of Israel’s

population’’?

Clearly the culture and the literature of whichMegged spoke exist no-

where outside a very narrow and visibly narrowing circle of Israelis.The

cultural face of Israel has already changed, and is fast being transformed

in hundreds of devious, uncontrollable and invisible ways . . .

cajoling michael assaf

This rather strongly worded riposte appeared onMay 17, 1963. InDavar
of May 28,Michael Assaf—who in the past had dealt, however fleetingly,
with the problem of ‘‘the communities’’—published a long article under
the heading ‘‘AnAngry Intelligentsia,’’ inwhich he took issuewith Babli’s
reply to Megged. (Not making any attempt to hide Babli’s identity, I had
let Assaf know it before he wrote his article.)

Assaf ’s article posed a problem as far as the continuation of the debate
was concerned. Not knowing English, he chose to reply to Babli in the
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pages of Davar; reluctant to write in Hebrew and suspecting that Davar
would bide its time before publishing a rejoinder—if at all—I decided
to take the only course open: I sent the Jewish Observer a report ‘‘From
a special correspondent’’ in which I faithfully summarized Assaf ’s argu-
ments—with the intention of writing a full-length reply to his in the same
paper.The report, which appeared on June 21 under the heading ‘‘Angry
Oriental Intelligentsia: A New Plea,’’ read in part:

‘‘Never look back!’’ This is the ‘‘basic conclusion’’ on the inter-communal

problem in Israel recently drawn by Michael Assaf, veteran Israeli writer

on Arab affairs and a regular contributor to the Histadrut daily, Davar.

His call was prompted, in the main, by the Jewish Observer article ‘‘Stop

Patronising theOriental Jews,’’ byT.H. Babli. Assaf explains that, by this

injunction, hemeans that theAshkenazis should abstain frommaking any

utterances on the subject of the Oriental immigrants’ material or cultural

past. A responsible Government or Jewish Agency official, for example,

should abstain,when speaking to anOriental Jewabout his housingprob-

lems, from asking his chargewhy hewas being so fastidious, and ‘‘Where

did you reside ‘back there’? . . . In a palace?’’

Also, ‘‘all public talk or searching writing about historical, cultural or

other gaps created through the centuries (between the two communities)

must cease, since such talk implies that many generations will be needed

to close these gaps.’’ Assaf, whose article is entitled ‘‘An Angry Intelligen-

tsia,’’ implies that the source of the educated Oriental’s anger dwells in

a feeling of inferiority. ‘‘It is natural,’’ he writes, ‘‘that this intelligentsia,

which came to Israel after decades of work done by the best Zionist and

pioneer elements which came from Jewry’s most important centres in re-

cent generations, i.e., in Eastern Europe—it is natural that this (Oriental)

intelligentsia should feel somewhat inferior.’’

. . . Turning to the angry Oriental intelligentsia, Assaf writes that part

of the trouble stems from the fact that some members of this intelligen-

tsia fail to realise their own personal ambitions. ‘‘Had the thing occurred

with a Pole, a Rumanian, etc., thesewould certainly not have seen in their

personal disappointment amatterof communal discrimination.We there-

fore should not accept the call to stop patronising the Oriental Jews.The

masses of Oriental Jews are needy, indeed very needy, of our concern and

care . . . I have the feeling that members of the angry intelligentsia, and

the extremistswhowere given expression inBabli’s article, had in the past

done nothing in their countries of origin, and are doing nothing now, in

Israel, for the good of the masses of Oriental Jews . . .’’
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At the same time that I was writing the foregoing report, I decided to
write to Assaf privately—in an attempt to persuade, cajole, or positively
provoke him, for once, into revealing his full philosophy on the subject
of communal interaction. Knowing of his rather low opinion of Arabs
and Orientals in general, I nevertheless wanted to make sure of his be-
liefs before I launched on a full-scale debate with him. The result was
extremely frustrating: the man was simply incapable of being drawn into
such a discussion, either because he had something terrible to hide or
because he never gave the matter any serious thought. A brief exchange
ensued, and it tended only to give me an insight into the hopelessly con-
fused, positively chaotic thinking on the subject by Assaf and those who
think like him. In fact, his last letter seemed to me so utterly hopeless
that after I wrote my reply, I put it aside and refrained from actually
mailing it.

In thecourseof thecorrespondence,Assaf inoneof his letters ( June18,
1963) said he showedmy article onMegged to some colleagues. ‘‘Yehuda
Gotthelf, for one, said ‘this is an anti-Semitic article’; K. Shabtai said,
‘This is a terrible article.’ ’’

Having thus failed to make any headway with him privately, I decided
to make our argument public.The following article was published in the
Jewish Observer as the cover story of its issue dated August 2, 1963.

Michael Assaf, leading Israeli expert on Arab affairs, author of a book on

theArabsof Palestine, veteran columnist on theHistadrut’sHebrewdaily,

Davar, once wrote an article entitled ‘‘On the Oriental Quality.’’ Among

other things, the article dealt with the differences between Ashkenazi and

Oriental Jews, purported to be viewed in thewider context of differences

between Orient and Occident. After propounding his view of the ‘‘back-

wardness’’ of the Oriental peoples in general, Assaf asked, ‘‘What must

therefore be the task of the Ingathering of the Exiles? Not only to bring

[the Oriental Jews] to the soil of Israel, but also to restore to them their

first exalted value. The same thing holds good with regard to all parts

of the ( Jewish) people who were, to their misfortune, dispersed by the

hand of Fate among low-grade (yarud ) peoples. And every Jewwho is not

seized by the fear of the possibility, whether it is imaginary or not, that

we will not be able to prevail and to purify our [Oriental] brethren from

the dross of Orientalism which attached itself to them against their will,

will be held accountable for this before the guardian spirit of the nation.

There is reason for themost serious anxiety . . . how to cleanse and purify

these brethren—how to lift them up to the Western level of the existing
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Yishuv . . .’’ (Davar, September 29, 1950. Quoted in English translation

in Raphael Patai, Israel between East and West, p. 311.)

Nearly thirteen years later, on May 28, 1963, Assaf published a signed

article in Davar entitled ‘‘An Angry Intelligentsia,’’ in which he asked his

Ashkenazi readers to refrain from ‘‘making any utterances on the subject

of the Oriental immigrants’ material or cultural past.’’ He explained that

‘‘all talk in public and all searching writings’’ about the yawning cultural

and historical gulf between theAshkenazis and theOrientals is harmful in

that it intensifies the feeling of inferiority fromwhich, in his view, theOri-

ental intelligentsia suffers—a feeling supposed to have been engendered

by a past and a culture of which no one could feel proud. His conclusion,

therefore, was summed up in the slogan: ‘‘Never look back.’’

In other words, at the end of thirteen years of study, observation, and

reflection, Assaf added exactly nothing to his knowledge of the subject.

HisOriental ‘‘brethren’’ remain, to him, the samedecrepit people he used

to consider them in 1950.Thedross ofOrientalism,whatever thatmay be,

continues to bedevil them, and their culture remains as ‘‘low-grade’’ as it

was before.The only difference between 1950 and 1963 is that Assaf now

asks, for various practical reasons, that the superior Ashkenazis should

keep their knowledge and views about these matters to themselves. In

other words, he asks them to practise dissimulation, to pretend to think

what they do not really think—to be, in sum, conscious hypocrites.

Now one feels tempted to ask what has induced this sudden shift on

Assaf ’s part from theplain, ‘‘searching’’ talkof thirteenyears agoabout the

Orientals, and the paramount task of civilising them up to the so-called

Western standard of the Yishuv, to this new-found quietism, this coun-

sel of silence which in itself is so offensive and condescending towards

Israel’s Oriental communities?

As far as one can gather from the bewildering mass of woolly ideas,

glaring contradictions and angry insults which constitute Assaf ’s latest

articleon the subject, the reasonwhyhewantsnothing said inpublic about

the Orientals’ backwardness and the low level of their culture stems from

certain recent manifestations of the existence of an ‘‘angry’’ Oriental in-

telligentsia which, ‘‘in certain circumstances,’’ is likely to start to look to

Cairo and Baghdad . . . In the course of his article, Assaf pays me the

doubtful compliment of considering my views, as expressed in the article

‘‘StopPatronising theOriental Jews’’ as representing the ‘‘extremist’’wing

of this intelligentsia . . .

Itwas aswell that itwasAssaf andnootherwhochose to enter this contro-
versy, as I thought his was the best representative of the kind of thought-
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less, cliche-ridden thesis that my article sought to expose. Indeed, his
Davar article embodies almost all the evils there criticized: a patroniz-
ing attitude, undisguised superior airs, an unseemly eagerness for iden-
tification with everythingWestern, a sneering view of one’s own cultural
background (in this case, of the shtetl), and a strange aptitude for empty
words and sloganeering.

Proceeding on the assumption that cultures are inevitably classifiable
into ‘‘low grade’’ and ‘‘high grade,’’ and holding his own clear views of
shtetl culture, Assaf also made the strange inference that by merely men-
tioning the word shtetl (he actually expressed shock at Babli’s use of the
term!) and by denying its ex-inhabitants the Westernism of which they
now so freely boast, I was deprecating the culture of the shtetl. He even
misquoted me as describing the Ashkenazis as being ‘‘consumed (akhul:
eaten!) by the low-grade culture of the shtetl.’’

Strange as it may sound, this in fact represented Assaf ’s own estimate
of the shtetl and its culture, not mine. It also offers a perfect illustration
of my contention that the eagerness of the dominant section of eastern
Europeans in Israel to disown and forget their traditional Jewish culture
of the shtetl and to identify themselves withWestern culture is one of the
decisive reasons why they look down on Oriental Jews, conceivably be-
cause these latter constantly remind them of a past and a culture they are
so desperate to disclaim.

It is not only on deduction and conjecture that I base this conten-
tion. Indeed, it could hardly have been a coincidence that Assaf ’s slogan,
‘‘Never look back,’’ originated not in the context of the Oriental Jews and
their past, but precisely in a discussion of the shtetl and its culture, and
of how those who come from or have their cultural roots there ought to
view theirold life andways. Indeed, somemonths before Iwrotemy reply
to Assaf, at a conference of the Hebrew Writers’ Association, the well-
known Israeli author HayimHazaz delivered a spirited address in which
he spoke sorrowfully about the general spirit of nihilism that, he said, was
creeping into Israeli society. His address made some impact, and Prime
Minister Ben-Gurion, who did not share Hazaz’s pessimism, invited the
veteran author to a discussion.

In the course of this discussion Ben-Gurion expressed surprise and
some misgivings about Hazaz’s speaking ‘‘with such nostalgia and such
awe about the shtetl.’’ Ben-Gurion declared: ‘‘I know what the shtetl is.
Yet I have no feeling of nostalgia for it. The best among us fled from it
and settled in Palestine.’’ Going on to describe the shtetl from which he
and some of the first Zionist pioneers issued forth—a townlet ‘‘the like of
which there were very few in the Diaspora’’—Ben-Gurion asked Hazaz
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rhetorically: ‘‘But do you seriously suggest that we go back to that kind
of life, to that emptiness? We ran away from there!’’

Hazaz, afterdeploring the fact that the few kindwords that he had said
about the shtetl had aroused somuch criticism against him, said, ‘‘I know
the shtetl of the past. I never looked upon it as the perfect specimen of a
community. On the contrary, I thought of the shtetl as a place where life
was drab andwhichwas to bepitied.But it had somegood in it; its lifewas
enhanced by some of the finest qualities of our people . . . From the shtetl
[the first immigrants] brought with them a sense of piety, a love of the
Jewish people, a love of theTorah, enthusiasm, a sense of self-dedication,
a spirit of altruism . . . All that stemmed from the culture they imbibed in
the shtetl . . . Nowadays, spiritual life is gone from our midst; we have no
outstanding moral leaders.’’

At this juncture, interestingly enough, Hazaz saw fit to bring in the
subject of the new immigrants. ‘‘We do not,’’ he lamented, ‘‘possess the
moral and spiritual forces required for absorbing into ourmidst themany
settlers who came from so many different cultures, to absorb them in a
way which would raise them up, or make of them a people in accordance
with the great responsibility which history placed upon our generation.’’

It would be highly interesting to know what made Hazaz link, in so
unambiguous a way, the Israelis’ present derogatory attitude toward the
shtetl culture with what he considered their lack of sufficient spiritual
force to absorb new immigrants from other cultures. But Assaf, who had
a nose for these things and seemed to be aswell versed in the culture of the
shtetl as he was in the dross of Orientalism, quickly took up the issue in
Davar. Siding, somewhat predictably, with Hazaz’s critics, he dismissed
as totally irrelevant the shtetl and all that it stood for, and coined his now-
famous slogan, ‘‘Never look back.’’

Thus, the sloganwas neither newnormeant to applyonly toOrientals.
The cultural amnesia has to go all theway through: the eastern European
Jew should ‘‘cleanse and purify’’ himself from the dross of the shtetl—
exactly as the unfortunate Oriental has to be cleansed and purified from
the dross of Orientalism! A better illustration of my argument can hardly
be conceived.

abba eban to the rescue

In September 1962, the Jewish Observer carried a six-page interviewwith
Abba Eban, minister of education and culture and president of theWeiz-
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mann Institute of Science. The title of the interview was ‘‘Israel’s Edu-
cation Explosion: Closing the Gap between ‘The Two Nations.’ ’’ Partly
in (belated) response to this interview, but also as a reaction to numer-
ous more recent pronouncements on the subject, I wrote the following
piece—after a great deal of hesitation and agonizing since education had
never been my field.

The existence of a gap between the two groups of Jews in Israel cannot be

denied. It is a cultural gap, an economic gap but, above all, an educational

gap. Israelis talk of ‘‘theGap,’’ however, as if it were almost eternal and the

result of ‘‘five centuries of history,’’ as if indeed it were something that no

human effort could be expected to remedy ‘‘in a short spell of time.’’ One

suspects this kind of talk has become a psychological need for those of

the oldYishuv—which threatens to make it, through the workings of the

vicious circle, precisely what they profess to fear: a real and permanent

fact of Israeli life.

It is in the sphere of education, especially in primary education, that

the most harm has been and is being done, and it is here that the future

of inter-communal relations—if not of the whole nation—is likely to be

decided. Abba Eban, when Minister of Education, depicted a grim and

thoroughlydisquieting picture.He said, ‘‘Some thirty per cent of the chil-

dren ofOriental communities—themselves comprising over half the Jew-

ish population of Israel—reach the end of their elementary school at the

age of 14 without knowing how to read a simple Hebrew text, to write

a legible letter, or to carry out the four basic arithmetical calculations.

These youth, after eight years of schooling, ‘‘have only a vague idea about

Israel, the Jewish people and the world surrounding them, and are often

plunged in apathyandbitterness.’’ (Interview in the JewishObserver,Sep-

tember 21, 1962.)

What were the causes of this gap? This direct and rather difficult

questionwas put toEban—young, enlightened, tolerant andCambridge-

educated, a man whom no one can accuse of prejudices or preconceived

notions.Well, first of all, Eban begged leave to say ‘‘what is not the cause

of the gap.’’ The cause, he asserted, ‘‘is not a genetic cultural difference

betweenWestern and Oriental Jews. I dismiss this not only because of a

natural impulse to dismiss it, but also because history and research con-

clusively refute it,’’ he said.

What then were the causes? It is here, as usual, that we are apt to be-

comeenmeshed in thatmixtureof historical fallacyandcultural agorapho-

bia which often sounds so painfully like built-in prejudice. The causes,
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Eban rightly said, lay in environmental conditions. Not, however, today’s

conditions, nor those prevalent during the past ten, twenty, or even fifty

years; they are, he said, ‘‘the result of five centuries of Jewish history. One

half of our population comes from communities which since the decline

of Islamic culture, have had no educational historyor environment.Their

children, now in Israel, are the first generation for centuries to be educated

at all. The other half represents European culture at its most intense cre-

ativity with the added emphasis of Jewish humanism’’ (my italics).

Clearly,Eban ishere engaging in exaggeration sogross it vergesonwill-

ful falsification of historical facts.The average Oriental Jew fromYemen,

Iraq,Syria orNorthAfricawas surelynot so totallyplunged indarkness—

‘‘the first generation for centuries to be educated at all!’’—nor could the

average Jew from Eastern Europe accurately be said to represent so truly

‘‘European culture at its most intense creativity,’’ etc. A most superficial

perusal of the history of those parts of Europe to which he must be re-

ferring would have convinced Eban of the absurdity of his verdict. The

assumption, on the other hand, thatOriental Jewries represented thevery

worst andmost backward facets of Islamic culture in its darkest periods is

asuntenable as the claim thatEuropean Jews represented theverybest and

most creative in theWestern cultural tradition. Here, too, a little delving

into history would do European Jews a lot of good.

An illustrationof the kindof hazardouspitfalls towhich suchhistorical

fallacies can lead is furnished by Eban in the same interview. Despite his

emphatic denial of a belief in the existence of any ‘‘genetic cultural differ-

ence’’ between the European and Oriental Jews, we find him declaring,

apropos of his defence of special projects and differential courses aimed

at narrowing the communal gap, that the opponents of thesemeasures are

in conflict ‘‘not with me . . . but with the nature of man.’’

Men, he elaborated, ‘‘are not equal in their intellectual receptivity.

There are gallon-containers and half-pint jars. Our responsibility is to

fill each of them up to full capacity.’’ In defence of this perfectly right-

sounding proposition, he quotes Julian Huxley: ‘‘Our idea-system must

jettison the myth of equality. Human beings are not born equal in gifts

and potentialities . . . ‘Free but unequal’ should be our slogan. Diversity

of excellence, not conformist normalcyormere adjustment, should be the

aim of education.’’

‘‘Freebutunequal?’’Perfectlyall right!ButpoorDr.Huxleywas speak-

ing of individual human beings, not of groups, communities or nations,

as Eban was so obviously and indisputably doing! One does not pretend

to know what a ‘‘genetic cultural difference’’ denotes precisely; but if our
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formerEducationMinisterwas alluding to racialist theories, then the con-

text and full burdenof hisquotation fromHuxleymakehimstandaccused

of holding just such theories—theories of which, by the way, Huxley is

completely innocent.

As individuals, human beings may be unequal in their intellectual re-

ceptivity even at kindergarten age, but to generalise this to include whole

groups of human beings can have only one meaning—racial prejudice.

Far be it from me to accuse Mr. Eban of such a monstrosity; but his slip

goes to show only that loose talk about ‘‘five centuries of history’’ would

inevitably land us onto such highly perilous shores.

Call it what you will, however, almost every member of the oldYishuv

will tell you—albeit sadly, good-heartedly and rather patronisingly—that

‘‘a problemcreatedoverfive centuries cannotbe solved in a yearor two’’—

in Eban’s precisewords.Yet, come to think of it, what precisely is the sig-

nificance of those ‘‘five centuries of history’’ for an Israeli-born child of

six, five, or four years?

What is the exact difference between five centuries of backwardness

and five decades of backwardness when it comes to the simple matter of

providing decent elementary schooling for such a child? Given a sound

system of primary education, with enough hours and qualified teachers,

why cannot even a minimum of knowledge be given to the son of, say, a

poor cobbler from Fas, even though this child may belong to ‘‘the first

generation for centuries to be educated at all?’’

TodoEban justice, however, onehas tomention that hegives twoother

causes for theexistingeducationalgap—one largelyeconomic (‘‘Twochil-

dren may receive identical tuition. But if one goes back to a squalid home

with nine children in a room, the ‘equality’ of his educational opportunity

is purely formal and meaningless’’)—and the other, the prevalent educa-

tional systemwhich insists on egalitarianism and uniform curricula for all

elementary schools. ‘‘A school in Tel Aviv with Israel-born pupils and a

school in Kiryat Gat with an entirely immigrant population require differ-

ent treatment for at least a part of the course,’’ Eban believes.

This, no doubt, is much nearer to the core of the education problem

thanmere harping on what I would call the ‘‘Myth of the Five Centuries.’’

But here too, one can easily find loopholes; and since prospective reforms

will be basedon the lines of some such assumptions as are implicit in these

two causes we will be well-advised to try and discover what precisely we

are talking about.

To begin with, my own feeling is that too much emphasis is being

placed on the question of poor and over-crowded housing and its detri-
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mental effects on the education of our young. We do not know quite in

what conditions Israelis like Eban grew up and got their schooling, but

only the other day our ForeignMinister,Mrs. GoldaMeir, reminisced be-

fore a Maariv reporter about the life and fortunes of her family back in

Kievduring the early years of this century—and, if shewas not grossly ex-

aggerating the poverty of the conditions in which she and her family lived

in those days, onewould not hesitate to assert that the gap in its pre-Israel

form represented not five centuries, not even five years! Yet, to the good

fortune of all of us, young Golda Mabovitch managed somehow—as did

millions of other Jewish children in thousands of shtetls, ghettoes, villages

and small towns in the Eastern European Pale, and also throughout the

Moslem domain of the sons of Osman . . .

As for the inadequacy of our educational system, it can safely be said

that here lie the roots of the evil. Yet there is an impression of a wholly

misplaced emphasis . . . Rather than a question of five centuries of Jewish

history, it is oneof 15 years of Israeli history.Togive one example, last year,

out of the whole Oriental population of Israel, some one million strong,

about 400 youngsters managed to complete their secondary education.

In 1949—14 years of dizzying progress ago!—the 130,000-odd Jewish

communityof Iraq alone produced 450 secondary school graduates.This

seems to be a piece of evidence so conclusive and so damning that it can

more than just speak for itself.

Take another example.There are in Israel a few schools run by Chris-

tian missions. In one of these schools, in Jaffa, two languages (Hebrew

andFrench) are taught right from the first yearof primary schooling, three

(with English added) in the second year. Yet the standard of the second-

year classes in Hebrew is found to be higher than that in the parallel class

in a Ramat Gan school, where for the first four years at school the child

learns only Hebrew! Is it any wonder then that a number of Israeli par-

ents—good Jews not excluded—should prefer to send their children to

these schools?

Such remedies as are often suggested—a longer school day in develop-

ment areas; free kindergarten for immigrant children under five; special

allowances in the seker (secondary school entrance) test; and various sti-

pends and inducements for ‘‘children needing special care’’ will not only

serve no real purpose but may deepen and perpetuate ‘‘the Gap.’’

The real need is for a healthy system based on the realities of life of

themajority, not of a privilegedminority; awell-trained anddecently paid

teachercorps,with special encouragement to thosequalified teacherswho

are willing to work in development areas; insistence on a minimum stan-
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dardof attainmentbypupilsbefore leavingprimaryschool; and,of course,

a longer school day for all.

These, and other changes in the same direction, will give an equal op-

portunity to all children to use their latent capacities to the full while still

in elementary school. This, of course, will be raising rather than lower-

ing the country’s educational level. Above all, it will mark a step toward

breaking that vicious circlewhich has so far served only towiden, deepen

and perpetuate the communal gap.

(‘‘Plea for Communal Realism,’’ by t. h. babli,

Jewish Observer, october 18, 1963)

OnNovember 1, 1963, the JewishObserverprinteda responsebyEban,
inwhichhe lamelyclaimed that inquotingHuxleyhewas indeed referring
to individuals, not to groups.He also accusedme of ‘‘a flippant treatment
of a grave national issue.’’

Hard on the heels of the Eban exchange came the clash with Ishar
Harari, a member of the Knesset and veteran liberal. While in London,
HararididwhatmanyIsraeli notableswere in thehabit ofdoing—namely,
giving vent to all kinds of sentiments, usually extremely lacking in either
subtlety or accuracy, on controversial issues that at home they usually felt
constrained to leave unsaid. In the Jewish Chronicle of October 18, 1963,
and elsewhere,Hararimade a numberof remarks that again ledme to take
up a challenge that was not really mine to take.

Writing about the white segregationists of the American South, Richard

Rovere recently mused over the fact that they ‘‘aren’t much given to talk-

ing.’’ The self-satisfied bullies, he said, merely ‘‘stomp: When they do

speak, they are brief.’’Mr. IsharHarari,M.K., however, seems to lack that

incisive subtlety without which even silence is rendered eloquent.Thus,

despite his gallant attempt to be ‘‘brief ’’ about the communal situation in

Israel, he managed to say quite a lot about it during his recent brief stay

in London as the guest of the British Liberal Party.

Harari is also inconsistent. In his original Jewish Chronicle interview

he claimed that the problems arising from the emergence of ‘‘twonations’’

in Israel, the Ashkenazim and the Sephardim, were ‘‘exaggerated.’’ In the

same breath he decided that the problem ‘‘has no reason to exist at all,’’

that it is, in fact, ‘‘entirely artificial.’’ A few lines later, finally deciding that

there was some such problem, Harari asserted: ‘‘There is no discrimina-

tionwhatsoever.But unfortunatelymanySephardimarenot educated and

we have to provide the means to change this.’’
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Now it is extremely difficult to argue with Mr. Harari. Though his

brevity seemseloquentenough, it lacksconcisenessand intelligibilityand,

above all, minimal honesty. When he says, for instance, that he knows

of no case where a Sephardi Jew, ‘‘who had the necessary education and

qualifications,’’ had been refused a position because hewas a Sephardi—

and that, ‘‘on the contrary,’’ he knew several who held positions of great

responsibility—one has to believe him. But look at the flimsiness of his

‘‘proofs.’’ To start with, the fact that Harari is unaware of any cases of dis-

crimination does not mean that such cases do not exist. Also, the fact that

he knows ‘‘several’’ Sephardimwho hold positions of great responsibility

does not mean much in itself.

We all know such Sephardim, but we also knowwhy they are there.We

knowof the twoSephardi cabinetministers who hold the Police andPosts

portfolios; but we also know that they are there not merely because they

have ‘‘the necessary education and qualifications’’ but because they also

happen to be Sephardim.We are also aware of the existence of a handful

of Sephardim who sit side by side with Harari in the Knesset; but we are

sure that he himself would be the first to admit that they are there for rea-

sons other than their possession of the same education and qualifications

termed by Harari ‘‘necessary.’’

Those who, like Harari, hold that in Israel there is no discrimination

whatever against the Orientals will no doubt argue that the above shows

not only that no discrimination exists but that there is discrimination in

favour of the Sephardim. This cannot be farther from the truth. If there

are several Sephardi-Orientalswhoholdpositions of responsibility—and

who hold it not precisely because they have the right qualifications—this

meansmerely that the exclusively Ashkenazi establishment still considers

that these should be given a few such positions qua Sephardim.

The implications areobvious and far-reaching: for if theprinciple is ac-

cepted that so large a sector of the country’s populationmust in someway

get adequate representation, then the question can legitimately be asked

whether thosewho are chosen to represent it are 1) truly representative of

the Sephardi public, and 2) given a real chance to share in the running the

country’s affairs.

The answer in both cases is categorically in the negative.

(t. h. babli, Jewish Observer, november 1, 1963)

Some two months after the publication of the above, on January 10, a
lengthy rejoinder was sent by Harari, who had obviously not prepared
himself for a confrontation. Referring to the interview on which I had
commented, Harari wrote:
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The above-mentioned article was not written by me, nor was it an inter-

view with me, but an article written by you, Sir, after an hour’s conversa-

tion with me. Naturally, I can’t be held responsible for the free version of

part of this conversation . . .

When I spoke last year at Columbia University in NewYork, I was as-

tonished at the questions I was asked; as thoughwe in Israel had the same

problems of racial discrimination as they have in the United States. I was

astonished because all these questions are only a result of false reports

which are being circulated, with no foundation or justification. In Israel,

there exists no law of any discrimination between human beings or be-

tween the various communities.We have no closed clubs or restricted res-

taurants and hotels; and there exists no discrimination on the grounds of

colour,originorcommunity. It is simplyamazing that therearepeoplewho

can imagine that, sociallyandotherwise, somethingof thiskinddoesexist.

The example brought byMr. Babli, as though I was referring to Sephardi

Members of the Knesset put on Ashkenazi lists, is out of place—as this is

exactly what I did not refer to. All those clamouring about discrimination

do not consider that the people who occupy important positions here,

and who enjoy universal respect, were never appointed to these positions

because they were Sephardim, and nobody thinks, even for a moment, of

enquiring if they are Sephardim . . .

I repeatmyconviction that thereexistsnodiscriminationbetweencom-

munities in Israel. And in my opinion there is no need to write about a

problem which does not exist. I think that to write about a thing which

does not exist only gives a false picture of the reality.

To this pitiably poor performance I wrote a very brief reply, printed in
the issue dated January 31, 1964.

IsharHarari is clearly trying to evade the issue byconcentrating on largely

irrelevant aspects of the controversy. His very emphases betray the weak-

ness of his arguments. Is it true, for instance, that Sephardimwho occupy

important positions here ‘‘were never appointed to those positions be-

cause they were Sephardim,’’ or that ‘‘nobody thinks, even for a moment,

of enquiring if they are Sephardim?’’ . . . My contention is that the ‘‘edu-

cation and qualifications’’ which Mr. Harari demands of a Sephardi have

nothing to dowith education, but include aspects pertaining to a person’s

culturalbackgroundand temperament—that, ineffect,hewasdemanding

that a Sephardi have the qualifications of an Ashkenazi . . .
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ya�acov dori enters the arena

The third Israeli of note with whom I came to verbal blows in the space
of two months was General Yaacov Dori, Israel’s first chief of staff and
the president of the Technion (Israel Institute of Technology) in Haifa.
As usual, the provocation was something Dori said abroad in an effort to
raise funds. Thus, in his understandable eagerness to arouse the gener-
osity of his listeners, he said that one of the greatest risks facing Israel was
the fact that ‘‘the spirit which enabled the country to win twowars is not
possessed by immigrants from the depressed countries . . . A large sec-
tion of the population does not possess this spirit. They had come from
countries in which they were depressed and were not living as human
beings.’’ Further to depress his listeners, General Dori finally spelled out
the ultimate damnationof this ‘‘large section of the population’’: ‘‘We can-
not expect them to have the same spirit as those who lived in Israel or in
Palestine before they came.’’ The immediate outcome of all this was the
collection of a record total of £124,320!

Nowas the Jewish Observerwas bynomeanswidely read in Israel—or
in London for that matter—I decided to bring the issue to the attention
of Jerusalem Post readers.This is what I wrote in the column printed on
January 14, 1964, under the heading ‘‘The Grimmer View’’:

Pessimism is notoriously catching. During the past few days, tied to bed

with flu, we came across two depressingly pessimistic appraisals of this

country’s present state and future prospects—andwemust admit that for

a moment we felt greatly alarmed and dispirited. The first of these ap-

praisals came in the form of a report in the London Jewish Chronicle.

Under the fairly innocuous title: ‘‘Record £124,320 at Technion Dinner,’’

we were treated to what must have been the most extraordinary interpre-

tation of present-day Israeli society ever to be printed.The authority, the

emphatic and finalistic tone, the personality of the man who drew up the

appraisal—all these, combined, tended to impress. Duly impressed, we

went on reading a summary of a speech by General Yaacov Dori, Israel’s

first Chief of Staff and present President of theTechnion, made at a fund-

raising function in London on December 12, 1963.

General Dori, understandably anxious to move his distinguished lis-

teners, chose to speak of the risks facing Israel. One of the ‘‘greatest’’ such

risks, he said,was the fact that ‘‘the spiritwhichenabled the country towin

two wars is not possessed by immigrants from the depressed countries.’’

The truth, he explained, was that Israel’s ‘‘secret army’’ during those two
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wars was the human factor of her people and the spirit with which they

were imbued.Today, however, ‘‘a large section of the population does not

possess this spirit.They had come from countries in which they were de-

pressed and were not living as human beings.’’ Not content with letting

bygones be bygones, moreover, General Dori went on to spell the virtual

doom of Israeli society: ‘‘We cannot expect them to have the same spirit

as those who lived in Israel or in Palestine before they came.’’

So much for General Dori’s appraisal. The second appraisal comes

from a non-Israeli, and it is no less depressing, except probably in that it

can be easily dismissed as the opinion of a man who does not know any-

thing like enough on the subject he is discussing. For Simon Raven, an

English novelist and a frequent contributor to the LondonObserver and

the Spectator, was in Israel only a few days. Yet, reading and re-reading

his essay in the Summer 1963 issue of Axle Quarterly, we find it impos-

sible not to be worried. For Raven seems to be a keen and sympathetic

observer, and there is nothing in his essay that smacks of the kind of bias

that may beset an outsider’s attitude to the Jewish State. Raven indeed

had the good fortune of meeting, and being shown around by, an amiable

Israeli whom he calls ‘‘MoisheYahel’’—and it is fromMoishe and an offi-

cer friend of his, ‘‘a Lieutenant-Colonel in the Parachute Regiment,’’ that

he acquires his impressions of Israel.

‘‘The Attitudes of Moishe Yahel’’ are so varied and so impressionisti-

cally told that Raven’s conclusions are not easy to summarize. One of the

‘‘basic points’’ he makes, however, is that, ‘‘while superficially the Israelis

appear to encourage the liberal virtues of tolerance and mental freedom,

there can be no doubt that the power of their faith in Jewish Israel in fact

requires, as any religion does, an essential conformity.’’ He quotes the

Colonel as maintaining that he has to train his soldiers to be determined,

skilful, tough and ‘‘ruthless.’’ ‘‘Yes,’’ said the Colonel in his precise and

neutral voice, ‘‘ruthless.’’ ‘‘Unlike older and richer countries we cannot

afford such luxuries as chivalry.We cannot compromise in the interest of

sensitive feelings—our own or other people’s. We are fighting, you see,

not to preserve an extension of an empire but to keep the actual soil of our

mother-country. There is therefore no room for concession or retreat.’’

Raven agrees that the Colonel had spoken as a professional soldier: ‘‘It

was to be expected that he would take the grimmer view.’’

Can one say the same of General Dori—to wit, that as a former pro-

fessional soldier he was entitled to take ‘‘the grimmer view?’’ After all,

General Dori must see himself as the head of an educational institution

rather than the commander of determined, skilful, tough and ruthless
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soldiers. Coming from the president of an important institute of higher

learning—which has the duty of training young Israeli men and women,

both those who lived in Israel or Palestine before the establishment of

the State and those who came subsequently, to be the healthy and self-

fulfilling technicians andmanagers of the future—GeneralDori’s remarks

concerning a sizeable majority of Israel’s citizens are disturbing. A while

back, a Technion professor with the courage of his convictions told a

reporter that, intellectually and spiritually, his students were ‘‘cobblers

engaged in atomic research.’’ If the Technion president can so casually

deny the humanity of so many fellow citizens, one is no longer altogether

surprised.

Dori’s reply came in the formof a letter addressed tome personally, dated
January 16, 1964. Excerpts:

I have no wish to enter into a controversy with you, but I would very

much like to understand what prompted your unfavourable comment

on what I am alleged to have said in London last December, on the

occasion of the Annual Dinner of the British Technion Society.

First of all, the Jewish Chronicle’s report of my speech is dis-

connected and sketchy, and even what I am reported to have said is

largely wrenched out of its context. Secondly, even on the strength

of what I am reported to have said, I cannot see how I can be ac-

cused of—heaven forbid—‘‘casually denying’’ the humanity of so

many fellow citizens. Honestly, I doubt whether I could think of any

accusation of which I could be less guilty . . .

As the head of an important educational institution in Israel, my

attitude to the Oriental section of the community in Israel must be

largely coloured by my experience at our Institute. Only recently,

we have had a remarkable illustration of what can and should be fur-

ther done towards solving our educational problem. A group of 32

soldiers from several Oriental countries were selected, with the co-

operation of the Defence Forces, and, while still in uniform, given an

intensive six-month course to prepare them to compete for admission

to the Technion. Of these, as many as 28 were successful; many of

them with excellent results. I may say that this has been the most suc-

cessful course of any kind which the Technion has so far run—and

we are proud of it. I may add that I am particularly proud because the

whole scheme was made possible by the generosity of a gentleman of

Sephardi origin from the U.S. . . .
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Faced with a bunch of such evasive and confused platitudes, I took my
time to reply. Finally I penned this letter and mailed it on January 28. I
have no record of a reply.

Dear General Dori:

Your letter of January 16 is a ponderous affair. You say that you

have no wish to enter a controversy with me. The truth is that nor

do I. There are certain things about which it is futile to argue, and

one of these surely is prejudice. Another is cliches, and I am afraid

we are by now so used to cliches and so consumed by prejudices that

neither discourse nor controversy can serve any useful purpose.

But this is not the main point.The point is that your letter, despite

the carefully phrased reservations, does not really constitute a denial

that you had in fact said what the Jewish Chronicle attributed to you.

Having myself written to the editor of that paper asking him if there

is any possibility that you were misquoted, I now take the liberty of

quoting a passage from his letter:

I have spoken to the reporter who attended the Technion Dinner. He

has not kept his original shorthand notes but he is quite certain that

the report we published is an accurate version of what Dori said. By

way of corroboration he tells me that the Jewish Observer, which was

also represented at the dinner, published a substantially similar ver-

sion, and indeed had some correspondence on the subject without any

denial having been published by Dori.

Now this, and the way you yourself relate to the subject in your

letter, makes it fairly plain that your address did in fact contain the

remarks attributed to you. Of course, you are perfectly entitled to

your opinions. But so are others, and I thought I was only being fair

in interpreting your remarks in the way I did.This is what makes the

job of answering your letter a rather difficult one. For, let us face it,

what is the point of your letter? Your having said what you had said,

and my having said what I wanted to say—and both of our remarks

having been published: What else is there to it? As I see it, there are

only two possibilities open—namely, a categorical denial or a differ-

ent interpretation. Yet the fact is that you cannot, or would not, deny

the truth of the reports; you also, if I get you right, would not enter

into discussion about my interpretation of your remarks. If I should
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be allowed to give an opinion, I believe there should already have

been either a public denial or a public statement to the effect that a

wrong and unfair interpretation was put to the remarks. I think it is

due the Post readers, if not the public as a whole.

As to this business of the 32 lucky Orientals, I am afraid I am not

in the least impressed. On the contrary, it only shows how much tal-

ent we have wasted, and how much misery we had caused waiting for

the good deeds of a certain gentleman of Sephardi origin! Besides,

what is so remarkable, what is more natural, in fact, about the fact

that 28 out of 32 young men should pass a certain admittance exam?

I want to be completely frank with you, General Dori: It is all

ultimately a question of how we treat people. If we keep considering

them somewhat sub-human, and go on entertaining the monstrous

thought that any human beings can ever live ‘‘not as human beings,’’

we will in the end fail them and prevent them from advancing. On

the other hand, when we have ceased having such prejudices, we will

automatically cease to be struck by wonder and amazement when

we discover that even Orientals can pass exams and probably do far

better things besides.

Throughout history, Jews everywhere were incapacitated and

discriminated against; yet they managed. It is only in Israel, ironi-

cally enough, that some Jews are being deprived of their very title to

humanity. This thing must stop!
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on not getting along

Toward the end of 1963, the Department for Cul-
ture and Education of the Histadrut organized a

public symposium on problems of intercommunal integration in Israel.
Oneof the speakerswasMichaelAssaf, andhe touchedupon thequestion
of political representation for the Sephardi andOriental communities. In
the course of his address, which was meant to be a reply to complaints
that spokesmen of these communities made about the underrepresenta-
tionofOriental Israelis inhighplaces,Assaf asserted that ‘‘there canbeno
representation without a political struggle,’’ the plain implication being
that, in order to get the representation they wanted, these communities
should organize themselves politically and enter the arena in earnest.

Knowing Assaf ’s critical attitude toward all political organization by
Orientals, I ventured to ask him on the way out: ‘‘You maintain that ade-
quate representationcanbeobtainedonly throughpolitical struggle.How
come, then, thatyouandyourpartycondemnvehementlyanysignofcom-
munal organization?’’ The reply came promptly and without any hesita-
tion: ‘‘But this is all part of the game, my friend!’’

The incident moved me enough to pen an article on the subject. ‘‘A
Game and Its Rules,’’ after giving the bare facts, without using Assaf ’s
name, ran as follows:

Well, all is fair in love and war—and in politics. Our veteran Israeli, who

in anypublic address or newspaperarticle—forhe is, amongother things,

a well-known journalist—would not hesitate for one moment to label any

manifestation of a communalist grouping ‘‘a cause for national discord,’’

‘‘incitement to hatred,’’ or ‘‘a stab in the back of the nation,’’ now says that

it’s all a game. So therewe are: Every game has rules of its own, and those

who are rash enough to want to participate in a game have to observe its

rules. But we will leave all that to the players and the would-be players.
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Meanwhile one has to content oneself with ‘‘mere’’ theorizing.The other

day, for instance, we came across a publication called Daat and styling

itself ‘‘Organ of the Yemenite Jews in Israel.’’ On its first page appears

a story entitled: ‘‘D. Ben Gurion in an Interview with Daat: A Positive

Communal Framework Should not be Disqualified.’’

The emphasis, we gathered, was on the adjective ‘‘positive.’’ But what

was that,precisely?According toBenGurion, apositivecommunal frame-

work—i.e., grouping ororganisation—is one ‘‘whose aim ismutual assis-

tance, theadvancementof itsmembers’ economicandcultural conditions,

and such like . . .’’ A ‘‘negative’’ communal framework, on the other hand,

is one which is designed ‘‘to deepen the intercommunal division and en-

courage feelings of superiority or a feeling of discrimination (although I

amafraid there are cases of discrimination, though these are fewand insig-

nificant).’’ Onewonders, however, whether in a country like Israel, where

‘‘politics’’ plays such a decisive role andwhere no non-political group can

ever hope to make its voice heard, Ben Gurion’s counsels of moderation

are really in place.The example of the various religious parties is a classic

case in point. It is generally agreed that these parties have no definable

political aims of their own, and that all they are striving for is the promo-

tion of religious concepts and the safeguarding of the rights and interests

of the Orthodox community in Israel.

Normally, such aims require no political framework of action. They

can be attained throughmutual aid and the advancement of the economic

and cultural conditions of the Orthodox. They certainly do not repre-

sent a deepening of the intercommunal divisions or the intensification of

feelings of superiority or discrimination. It stands to reason, therefore,

that had the spokesmen and leaders of the Orthodox community had any

hope of attaining theirobjectives outside ‘‘negative’’ political frameworks,

they would have refrained from organizing themselves in political parties.

As it is, they organise themselves politically, fight municipal and general

elections, and sit in government coalitions. Ben Gurion himself, whose

arguments against ethnic political groupings are really quite applicable

to the religious parties, willingly admitted the latter into his successive

governments.

Admittedly, two wrongs do not make a right. But is this not a case of

‘‘pull it by the tail’’? Well, in Baghdad some decades ago there used to

live a respected rabbi, well-known for his piety and righteous ways. One

Friday evening, just after the Sabbath candles were lighted, a neighbour

came to the rabbi in distress and asked what was he to do about a luckless

cock which had just stumbled over the tannour (an oval baking oven with
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a small opening, usedwith a charcoal fire to prepare thin bread) and fallen

inside it? The trouble, of course, was that the charcoal was still weakly

burning. ‘‘Nothing doing,’’ said our rabbi unhesitatingly. ‘‘To get the cock

out would cause the charcoal to be stirred, and that as you know is strictly

forbidden.’’ The neighbour was helpless. ‘‘But, my revered Rabbi, the

cock is yours,’’ he pleaded. ‘‘Well,’’ came the rabbi’s considered verdict.

‘‘Hold it by the tail and pull it carefully out of the tannour so that the

embers are not disturbed!’’

Or, as the Ashkenazi saying goes, ‘‘To the rabbi, it is permissible.’’

Thecolumnwas intended toappearonDecember31, 1963,but it seems
to have proved to be too much for a paper like the Post, in which the His-
tadrut still held a substantial ownership interest. The column was thus
returned to me, accompanied by a note from Lea Ben Dor.

The attached raises several problems: (1) I don’t think it’s fair to

charge a nameless ‘‘veteran Israeli’’ with the crassest hypocrisy with-

out specifying who and when, etc. Besides, what did he mean? I

can’t see anybody making himself out a fraud by saying ‘‘it’s part of

the game.’’ If he meant the Sephardim would have to take a more

active part in politics before they got political positions, that still

doesn’t necessarily mean for communal lists—probably he meant

they should work harder for Mapai. (2) The religious parties started

out as independent religious-Zionist movements long before the

state, like all the other parties, so the whole question of ‘‘group-

ing themselves in political parties’’ doesn’t arise. They were and

have remained all-encompassing ‘‘movements’’ which always had

representation together with other ‘‘movements.’’

So I don’t quite know what to do with this piece.

My reply, dated January 2, 1964, was sent promptly:

Dear Lea,

. . . (1) The difficulties raised by the piece are plainly not integral to it

but have obvious other connotations.This in itself raises the question

as to whether a paper with the measure of independence which the

Post does have ought or oughtn’t to let a regular columnist express

his opinion reasonably, however nonconformist this might be.

(2) The question whether it is fair to charge a nameless some-



140 outsider in the promised land

body with hypocrisy is one of trust and integrity—trust in the writer

on the paper’s part and his own integrity toward himself and his

readers. In this case—just for your information—the veteran Israeli

is Michael Assaf . . .

(3) What the man meant by saying ‘‘it’s part of the game’’ is pre-

cisely what I imply he meant! And this raises still another problem:

Is it permissible for a journalist to be so naive as to disbelieve in any

manifestation of political hypocrisy on the part of Mapai—or of any

political party for that matter? In my innocence (or experience if you

like) I had always thought hypocrisy was the politician’s daily bread.

(4) The history of the religious parties is of no consequence here.

The important thing is that they had no political ideology and that,

had life in this country—or in the Zionist movement as a whole—

not been so totally politicized, no Orthodox Jew worthy of the name

would have contemplated setting up shop as a political party. The

Orthodox have grouped themselves in political parties to attain non-

political ends, having realized in their wisdom that they have no

hope of achieving anything without the crudest kind of political pres-

sure—and so, to our regret perhaps, will have to do all those groups

which want to get anywhere.

. . . As I have said on a previous occasion similar to this one, it is

nowhere accepted unquestioningly that the editor of a paper has to

agree with every word printed in his publication.This seems to me to

be a matter of principle, and it is to be regretted that the Post has not

always found it possible to honour this principle.

kalman katznelson’s version

Barely three months after this ‘‘incident’’ another problem presented
itself, this time in the form of a diatribe published under the title The
Ashkenazi Revolution.Now the trickydilemma inwhichMapai’s assorted
communal lackeys and factotums found themselves had made itself felt
to me on several occasions—but on none of these was it brought out so
poignantlyas on the occasion of the publication of that political-historical
tract. I hadn’t heard of the book when the call came. On the line was
Yisrael Yeshayahu, the late head of theYemenite desk of Mapai and then
member of the Knesset. ‘‘Have you seen the book?’’ he asked after men-
tioning the title and the author. I said no, and he immediately offered to
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sendme a copy, saying his department had purchased several copies and
was distributing them to those interested in the subject.

I read the book—and recordedmy impressions in aMarginal Column
that did not make it into print. I possess no correspondencewith the Post
on the subject, and I believe the whole matter was discussed at length
over the telephonewithLeaBenDor.The title I chose for the columnwas
‘‘Kalman with Everything,’’ and the date it was scheduled to appear was
April 20, 1964.

Twocheers forKalmanKatznelson!Hehaswritten abook that displays al-

most all thevirtues of good style andclear, cogent thinking. For inTheAsh-

kenazi Revolution (Ha-Mahpekha Ha-Ashkenazit, Anakh,Tel Aviv, 1964,

256 pp.) grave and awkward questions are asked and candidly answered,

sentences are finished and rounded, t’s are crossed, i ’s fearlessly dotted,

and conclusions are drawn that have a great deal of inner logic in them.

What else does onewant in a book? Yet thewholeworld seems to be after

poor Kalman in deadly pursuit. The newspapers have written editorials

condemning the book as ‘‘trash’’; the Prime Minister has appealed to the

people to forget all about it; David Ben Gurion has labelled its author a

‘‘chatterbox’’; three distinguished Sephardo-Oriental functionaries have

instituted court action; and, most scandalous of all, some petty official of

theMerchants Association has instructed bookshops not to sell the book.

Just like that!

Kalman’s sins?Well, they are many and deadly, it would seem. First of

all, citing the Bible chapter and verse, he denies the oneness of the Jewish

People (‘‘and Abram fell on his face: andGod talked with him, saying, As

forme,behold,mycovenant iswith thee, and thoushaltbea fatherofmany

nations’’—Genesis 17:3–4), insisting that Jewry is a ‘‘commonwealth of

nations’’ and that amongst these multitude of nations, the Ashkenazi is

by far the most superior, vital and enduring. The rest, the ‘‘Sephardo-

Oriental’’ nations of Jewry, are inferior, fatalistic and hopelessly lazy na-

tional groups whose level of civilization belongs to the twelfth century.

Besides, theyhate theAshkenazim like theplague, andoften vocally regret

that Hitler did not ‘‘finish them off ’’ and that Eichmann did not ‘‘work

overtime.’’He,KalmanKatznelson, is an ‘‘AshkenaziNationalist’’whowill

ever regret that, instead of setting out to build an Ashkenazi civilization

based onYiddish and thriving in the vast and green expanses of Uganda,

the Zionists had decided to impose on us a dead language and bring us

into this ‘‘Sephardized narrow alley’’ of a land.



142 outsider in the promised land

Rather more than half of the book is taken up with subjects that have

nothing to do with the Sephardo-Oriental Jewish nations. Yet the anger

and the resentment provoked by it—and coming from people who have

plainly not read the book in its entirety—have had to dowith the offensive

things the author says about the Sephardo-Orientals. Some of these pas-

sages had already been cited by the local press, and condemned outright.

Closer scrutiny, however, reveals something a little familiar even about the

author’s more fantastic thoughts. Consider his theory regarding the cur-

rent inferiorityof theSephardo-Orientals: ‘‘We [Ashkenazim] are entitled

to be proud of the fact that, despite the uncomfortable climate and the

fact that we have discarded our historical language,Yiddish, we still pos-

sess stupendous superiority. Clearly, there is a decisive value in heredity

and environment. Superiority tends to perpetuate itself, while backward-

ness is also self-perpetuating . . . Cultural superiority is always related to

hereditary and environmental causes that are extremely difficult to root

out. In the best of circumstances, centuries will be needed to obliterate

these causes’’ (pp. 203–205).

Now in what fundamentals does this differ from the following? ‘‘The

causes [of the communal gap in Israel] lie in environmental conditions.

They are the result of five centuries of Jewish history. One half of our

population comes from communities which, since the decline of Islamic

culture, have had no educational history or environment. Their children

now in Israel are the first generation for centuries to be educated at all . . .

A problem created over five centuries cannot be solved in a year or two

. . . Men are not equal in their intellectual receptivity. There are gallon-

containers and half-pint jars. Our responsibility is to fill each of them up

to full capacity. It is no use pretending that their capacity is the same . . .’’

(Abba Eban, then Minister of Education, in an interview in the Jewish

Observer, London, September 21, 1962.)

Or take this gem (Katznelson, p. 154): ‘‘Were the Ashkenazim to be

removed from Israel, and were an equal number of non-Ashkenazim to

replace them, the State of Israel would have been conquered by the Arab

States in a matter of hours. It would have been destroyed within months,

even had Nasser undertaken not to attack it but to give it protection. For

a State of Israel without the Ashkenazim would have lost [her] vital con-

trol over modern time, and would have slipped back to the 15th or 16th

century . . .’’ Now just comparewith the following: ‘‘We in Israel need im-

migrants fromcountrieswith a high standard, because the question of our

future social structure isworrying us.Wehave immigrants fromMorocco,

Libya, Persia, Egypt, and other countries with a 16th-century level. Shall
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we be able to elevate these immigrants up to a suitable level of civiliza-

tion? If the present state of affairs continues, there will be a dangerous

clash between the Ashkenazim, who will constitute an elite, and the Ori-

ental communities of Israel. This is the most tragic thing that can befall

us. We need greater equilibrium [sic] and immigrants from countries of

a high level.’’ (Mrs. Golda Meir addressing leaders of the Zionist Federa-

tion of Great Britain on March 8, 1964, as quoted in Yediot Aharonot on

the following day.)

One is not, God forbid, trying to imply that this similarity—even

though it sometimes verges on identity—is anything more than acciden-

tal. The analogy, however, makes it plain that Katznelson’s views have

roots in a standpoint which is not quite new or novel—and that what he

in fact does is no more than driving this standpoint to its ultimate logical

conclusion. In this he has done a certain undeniable service to all of us, if

only bydemonstrating themonstrosityof this standpoint, and the dangers

inherent in entertaining it.

Two hearty cheers for Kalman!

Roundabout this time, what with the communal and the regional prob-
lems intensifying and the link between the two becoming increasingly
evident to me, I took the opportunity of the appearance in the Jewish
Chronicle of an article by James Parkes towrite a column inwhich I subtly
tried to establish such a link.Themain interest of that column, for which
I chose the title ‘‘AssortedAnachronisms’’—andwhichwas not to appear
in print—is the rejection slip that I give after extracts from the text.

Just how long a spanof time is 16 years? In termsof human life andhistory,

somydictionary says, it is just overhalf ‘‘a generation,’’which in turn is the

interval between the birth of parents and that of their children—usually

reckoned at about thirty years. ButTempora mutantur, et nos mutamur in

illis:Times change, and we changewith them. And so, it seems, does our

estimate of the actual length of any given span of time. Indeed, speaking

as Israelis living in a fast-changing society,we can justlyclaim that already,

after just over half a generation, we have travelled so far that we are con-

fronted by a whole assortment of nice little anachronisms. In itself, this

is a natural and in many ways a desirable thing; the only trouble is that

many of us refuse to see it and keep clinging to habits of thought and to

concepts that have, in the meantime, become hopelessly outdated.

Take this business of ‘‘communal discrimination.’’ Last Friday’s news-

papers reported that a delegation representing ‘‘the Oriental Commu-



144 outsider in the promised land

nities’ Council’’ of Mapam met members of the Knesset Legislation

Committee and asked that it speed up the passage of a ‘‘Law Against

Discrimination for Mizzug Galuyot—the Mixing of the Exiles.’’ Thurs-

day’s Post, on the other hand, carried the equally curious report that in

Dimona a committee of citizens consisting mainly of Moroccan Jews had

requested theMinistryof the Interior to dissolve the Local Council which

they accuse, among other things, of practising discrimination against the

town’s Ashkenazi residents.Nowone isnotnearly sonaiveaseither todeny

the existence of discrimination againstOrientals or to take theDimona re-

port too seriously. Still, one could not help feeling that this whole subject

of discrimination is becoming something of an anachronism.

It is a feeling that is difficult to elaborate upon or explain. Just a few

days previously, there appeared in the Jewish Chronicle of London an

article which seemed to place the whole subject, together with a few re-

lated things, into a somewhat new perspective. The article is modestly

entitled ‘‘Middle East Reality’’ and is written byDr. James Parkes, the dis-

tinguished Christian authority on Jewish affairs. Dr. Parkes’s thesis tends

to sound so far-reaching that one hesitates to express a rash opinion on it.

But it is an important thesis, worthy of careful consideration by all those

to whose hearts the existence and destiny of this country are near.

‘‘Twelve years have passed since Nasser’s rise to power in Egypt,’’

Parkes reminds us, ‘‘but twelve years of change have not made any mark

on his attitude to Israel.’’ Yet there has been a fundamental change in the

position of Israel vis-à-vis the Arabworld—for in the interval ‘‘Israel has

unexpectedly become statistically a Middle Eastern country, not by the

growth of its Arab minority or the birth rate of its sabras, but by the im-

migration of Jews from all over theMiddle East.’’ The result has been that

over 60 percent of Israel’s Jewish population has never lived anywhere

except in the Middle East since the beginning of recorded history, and

Dr. Parkes is of the opinion that, if these figures are correct, ‘‘they change

the right of Israel to exist from the abnormal basis of the special argu-

ments which lay behind the claims of Zionism and the issue of the Bal-

fourDeclaration to the normal basis of history and tradition.’’ For, though

Herzl would have been amazed at it, and though Balfour never envisaged

it, ‘‘Israel exists today in the Middle East on the absolutely normal basis

that the majority of its inhabitants are Middle-Easterners and had never

been anything else.’’

The importance of this turn of events cannot be exaggerated, Parkes

believes. ‘‘The founders of Zionism, the first pioneers, the pilot planning,

allwereEuropean.Theymeant tobuildupan idealEuropean state.Those



gentlefolk and upstarts 145

Middle-Eastern Jews they found in Palestine they regarded as interesting

survivals, not as partners. It is, then, possible for Nasser or his successor

to say: ‘We were unalterably opposed to an intrusion of European colo-

nialism into our heartlands. But what has now happened is that there has

been an involuntary exchange of population within the Middle-Eastern

world. That we can accept.’ ’’ Dr. Parkes concludes on a slightly anxious

note: ‘‘I know there are innumerable tensions between Jews from Europe

and those from Moslem countries. I find some European Jews ashamed

of their Sephardi brethren and convinced that there is an unbridgeable

gulf between them.But I refuse to believe that these tensions outweigh the

immense value of proclaiming to theworld that Israel is aMiddle-Eastern

country; and of announcing boldly that in helping forward its Sephardi

elements, while keeping all that is of value in older ways of life, it is facing

exactly the sameMiddle-Eastern problem asNasser in Egypt or BenBella

in Algeria.

Verily, sixteen years does seem to be a long span of time. It remains

to be seen, however, whether they can produce such radical changes of

attitudes.

This column was promptly returned to me with the following curt note
from Lea Ben Dor:

Dear Nissim,

I’m afraid I think Parkes is an idiot who never understood Zionism,

which predicates the right of Jews to be in Israel. This is practically

accepting the Arab point of view that the original Zionists have no

right to be here. One could only quote him to demolish him.

the ‘‘left-zionist’’ establishment

During the years 1963–1965 I had quite a few interesting though com-
pletely unintended clashes with a number of prominent members of
the well-established, comfortably entrenched, crème de la crème ‘‘Left-
Zionist’’ establishment intelligentsia of the land. I don’t quite know how
it came about—possibly through the skirmishes I hadwithMichaelAssaf
—but the general idea among these luminaries was that I was some kind
of right-winger bent on attacking and defaming the Histadrut and the
labor establishment as a whole. This, in addition to the seemingly inex-
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plicable fact that someone of such low ethnic origins—who did not even
speak Yiddish—had the cheek to write about problems so complex and
so sensitive. And in English!

Something about my controversies with Assaf I have already related
in a separate section.My numerous contributions to the Jewish Observer
on the ethnic problem now started seriously to irk some of the more
prominent of Mapai’s publicists and ideologues. Besides Assaf—and no
doubt actingonhishints andcomplaints—YehudaGotthelf, unquestion-
ably the Histadrut’s leading ideologue and soon to assume the editor-
ship of the labor federation’s daily, Davar, devoted one of his lengthy
articles to the Jewish Observer. The article, which dealt mainly with the
then-raging struggle for power within the ranks of Mapai between Ben-
Gurion’s followers and the party machine dominated by Levi Eshkol’s
supporters, was repletewith broad though thinly concealed references to
my own contributions to that weekly on the communal issue.

Anticipating a follow-up to this, I sent the Jewish Observer a summary
of Gotthelf ’s rejoinder:

Though ‘‘edited with journalistic talent,’’ Gotthelf wrote, ‘‘[the Jewish

Observer] is, to our sorrow, an Anglo-Saxon version of the well-known

type of weekly which prefers current information and political gossip to

the dissemination of opinion and basic ideas.’’ Since, however, theweekly

cannot occupy itselfwith the sort of scandalswithwhichpublic opinion in

Britain was usually preoccupied, it has lately been looking for sensations

of another kind, its favourite subject being the struggle for power of the

‘‘young’’ of Mapai.While in it ‘‘you find almost no echo to the ideological-

social controversies taking place in Israel,’’ andwhile it tells you very little

of the constructive work being done in town and countryside alike, the

Observer is prolific on ‘‘the rift between the generations.’’

. . . Lately, theObserver has taken on an additional task—namely, ‘‘to

intensify tensionsbetween thecommunities.’’As in thefieldof the struggle

of the generations, so it has beenwith the communal question: theweekly

has ‘‘informants and journalists of a special kind, who view the affairs of

Israeli society from a one-sided point of view.’’ Whereas extremely little

has been printed in the weekly about the colossal efforts being made in

the sphere of integration of the exiles, ‘‘you find there letters and reports

by embittered correspondents caught up between an inferiority complex

and one of ultra-superiority’’ who are never tired of speaking about dis-

crimination against Oriental communities. Gotthelf then proceeds to tell

his readers how an article by Michael Assaf in Davar, an article which is
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‘‘full of sincere anxiety over the question of bridging intercommunal divi-

sions,’’ got such a treatment in the Jewish Observer that the reader was

bound to get theveryopposite impression: ‘‘One almost reached the para-

doxical conclusion that our comrade Assaf, who throughout many long

years sought to bridge the yawning gap between Jews and Arabs, now has

nothing else towork for but theheighteningofmisunderstandingbetween

Jews and Jews.’’

Gotthelf ’s only contribution to the controversy is summed up by him

as follows: ‘‘We have to double and to triple our efforts to close the exist-

ing gap [between the communities]—without affecting the spiritual heri-

tage and the unique and positive attributes of any of the communities.’’

The gap, he explains, has been a result of the fact that ‘‘during the past

century or two the cultural life of the Jewish communities of Europe was

enriched in a more intensified way than that of Jewish communities in

Asia andAfrica.’’ Hence ‘‘the temporary advantage enjoyed by the Ashke-

nazi communities—an advantagewhichwas felt both in the era of Zionist

settlement and in the short spell since the establishment of the State.’’

A more serious, ideologically explosive clash with Gotthelf occurred
shortly afterward, the occasion this time being a Marginal Column that I
thought was quite innocuous and that I wrote after reading one of those
rumbling end-of-week treatises that only Israeli and central European
newspapers can publish.The title I chose for the columnwas ‘‘Class-War
Paradox,’’ and it appeared in the Post on February 11, 1964.

Rip VanWinkle is no doubt familiar to many readers: those who did not

encounter him in their school books may have read Washington Irving’s

original storyor,better still,mayhavemethismodernequivalent inArthur

Koestler’s novelDarkness atNoon,where, though safely locked insideone

ofStalin’sperfectly socialist jails somewhere inSovietRussia,hedoggedly

goes on dreaming of the Socialist Fatherland, surreptitiously studying the

mapof theUnionofSovietSocialistRepublics.Wemust confess that some

of our political pundits, especially those on the Left, regularly remind us

of oldMr.VanWinkle.Writingon such subjects as ‘‘culture,’’ society, trade

unionism, equalityorprogress, they remindone ratherof those latter 19th-

century intelligentsias with which Eastern Europe seethed and whose

members knew all about text-book doctrines but remained, with a few

notable exceptions, quite removed from everyday realities.The similarity

is particularly striking when it comes to our present notions of socialism.

Take this business of the class war. In an article in Al Hamishmar
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(Mapam) Mr. Yitzhak Ronkin speaks of the class war as ‘‘that essential,

educational and elevating factor,’’ and rejects out of hand the idea that its

days are gone. By sheer coincidence, we have been reading a paperon this

subject byProfessorEugeneKamenka, authorofTheEthical Foundations

of Marxism (Routledge, London, 1962).The article, entitled ‘‘Karl Marx

and Socialism Today,’’ appears in the latest issue of the Australian quar-

terly Quadrant. Coming directly to the point, Kamenka first describes

what Socialismmeans—‘‘the revolt against a society based on commerce

andcalculation; the fusion in aunitedeffort anda singlemoralityofworker

and intellectual; above all, the birth of a new humanity, purified and en-

nobled in struggle and deprivation.’’ The writer continues: ‘‘If Socialism

means that—and I believe it does—then socialism is dead. Let us bury it

before its last rites can no longer be performed with honour!’’

This demise is attributed by Kamenka, among other things, to an in-

herent paradox.Much of Marx’s serious economicwork is devoted to the

theme of economic rationality and to the inescapable socialization of capi-

talism from within. His view that the bourgeoisie was doomed because

it was becoming an obstacle to economic development and had ceased

to be its agent made Marxism intimately connected with the ideology of

industrial society—‘‘an ideologyof whichMarxismwas inmanyways the

most consistent and confident expression.’’ Thus Marxism, which pro-

fessed to speak for the proletarian against the capitalist, at the same time

alsospoke, ‘‘farmoreeffectively,’’ for industrialismagainstmerchantenter-

prise, foreconomic rationalismand efficientmanagement against the indi-

vidualisticvitality, independence andflairof themerchant-adventurerand

entrepreneur.

So far, so good. But Socialism could present the struggle between eco-

nomic rationalism and self-seeking individualism as a struggle between

workers and capitalists ‘‘only so long as industrial enterprise was still run

bymenwith entrepreneurial values along entrepreneurial lines.’’With the

creation of the limited company, the spread of planning procedures, and

thevast increase in the rangeof the calculable, however, ‘‘the lines of cleav-

age areno longerclear, andplanning canno longerbeposed as theobvious

contradictory of capitalist competition.To preach social planning thus be-

comes one thing, not particularly inimical to the fundamental economic

structure of our society; to preach class-war becomes another.’’ It is because

of this that many socialists today profess to be content with the ideology

of social planning ‘‘and would willingly leave the class war and the moral

mystique of themovement—that once looked as though it would human-

ize and transform the working classes—to the museums of history.’’
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But then this new attitude leaves socialism virtually empty of content.

‘‘It may be [Kamenka reflects in conclusion] that, as Engels believed, the

development of technology . . . would produce a society in which man is

a fuller and freer being than he has ever been before. But if this should

prove to be so, the efforts of the socialist movement will have had nothing

to dowith it.The end will have been the result of a technological advance

pioneered and largely carried out—I believe—by the techniques and the

ideologyof industrial capitalism; socialism in theWest will have been one

of the great moral movements of mankind that may one day inspire future

moral movements in renewed days of adversity or in a new flowering of

productive life; socialism in the East will have been an intermediary stage

of ideological labour discipline designed to usher in the era of industri-

alization and capitalist plenty.’’

Admittedly, these are hard things to swallow for men whose life was

selflessly devoted to an ideal. Socialism may die a dozen deaths before

its diehard followers would even suspect the possibility. Unfortunately,

however, this does not make our ownRipVanWinkles sound any the less

removed from reality.

It tookGotthelf andDavar thirteen days to publish their reply, which,
for the way it was written and the reasoned arguments advanced, must
have beenmeant to be final and quite crushing in its effect. It beganwith a
frontal personal snipe: ‘‘One of the JerusalemPost’s regularcontributors,
Nissim Rejwan, is an educated and talented man. However, his allergy
to the values and ideas of the labour movement prevents him from see-
ing things clearly and correctly. The result is that quite often, when he
imagines he is assaulting bastions of intellectual conservatism, he in fact
makes fun of the most modern and progressive in order to perpetuate the
old and the outworn.’’

The titleGotthelf chose forhis rejoinderwas ‘‘RipVanWinkle,’’ andhe
gave a selective andhighlyartful summaryof the things I hadwritten inmy
comment. One of the arguments he used in refutation of Kamenka’s view
was that whereas no political party anywhere dares call itself a capitalist
party, theworld is full of parties that call themselves socialist—conclusive
proof that socialism remains ‘‘legal tender!’’ Another argument was that
the majority of Israelis continue to vote for socialist parties. Toward the
end Gotthelf declares his astonishment at the fact that ‘‘a contributor to
an Israeli paper’’ does not seem to have heard of ‘‘democratic socialism.’’

Another establishment luminary, ShlomoGrodzenski, a prolific scrib-
bler with high pretensions, chose to take his time, getting his belated
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revenge seven long years after the controversy erupted with his Davar
colleagues. I had met Grodzenski when he called one day, soon after the
appearance of my column, asking to borrow my copy ofQuadrant—and
somehow ‘‘invited himself ’’ to coffee, which he duly got one early eve-
ning at our home. I now have no doubt that the visit was arranged with
the approval of all-powerful Gotthelf, and also out of a wish to see what
sort of strange animal that Rejwanwas andwhether he actually possessed
a copy of that outlandish Australian quarterly.

My second encounter with Grodzenski came when he worked for the
American Jewish Committee’s Israel office, serving briefly as editor of
their short-lived Hebrew quarterly, Amot. During the mid-1960s, when
the periodical started publication, I still had great respect for the Ameri-
can Jewish Committee as that rarity—an American Jewish organization
that remained fairly independent of the official Zionist establishment. As
the man chosen by the committee to edit its Hebrew periodical, and also
because of the impression he was able to make on me as a thinking per-
son, I extendedmy esteem toGrodzenski himself, and agreed to contrib-
ute two or three articles on intellectual and political trends in the Arab
world. During his editorship, too, there erupted in the pages of Amot a
controversy inwhichAssaf,Aghasi, andShimonBallas engaged—among
others—but in which I took no part, since Ballas’s stand was virtually
identical to mine.

Upon leaving Amot and the American Jewish Committee, Grodzenski
went back to work for Davar, to which he contributed what in Israel are
called publicistika pieces—usually lengthy polemics and casuistries that
were then in fashion and that rendered the Friday issues of Davar and
certain other dailies virtually unreadable. One of these efforts in publici-
stika, a fairly well-written and well-argued piece full of long-preserved
venom, appeared in the June 4, 1971, issue of the paper. The occasion,
allegedly, was the rise of the Black Panther movement: a group of frus-
trated young men, most of whom had come to Israel with their parents
when theywere small children, attended Israeli schools, spent threeyears
in military service, fought in at least one of Israel’s wars—but still failed
to make any headway in life and found themselves dragging behind them
all the weight of the ‘‘backwardness,’’ the deprivations, and the assorted
disadvantages visited on their parents.

Thearticle I amreferring towas the second in a series on theBlackPan-
thers, and in it Grodzenski managed to launch—anonymously of course
—one of themost vicious attacks ever directed at me by an establishment
intellectual. But, then, Grodzenski was a special kind of intellectual: one,
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he wrote, who ‘‘had always been interested in the typology of Jewish as-
similation everywhere.’’ Hewas thus interested in ‘‘a certain type of Sep-
hardi half-, third-, and fourth-intellectual,’’ one of whom he happened to
have met some time before. ‘‘He is a journalist. Having been in Israel for
years, hehas yet to learn towrite inHebrew.Even things of his that appear
in Hebrew newspapers are translated from the English original.’’

At this point Grodzenski struck what he thought was a well-aimed
blow. ‘‘His mother tongue was Arabic,’’ he laments. ‘‘Was it harder for
him to learn Hebrew than it was to learn English?’’ There were other
such gems. For one, he ridiculed the fact that our journalist had taken
him,Grodzenski, for ‘‘a genuine American Jew,’’ and it was to this Ameri-
can Jew that he had confided ‘‘his low opinion of these Jews of the East-
ern European shtetl.’’ This reminded him, so he wrote, of Negro anti-
Semitism, about which ‘‘I thought for many years and had a theory to
explain it.’’ To put it briefly, his theory was that anti-Semitism was a
source for solidarity—‘‘the source for this one solidarity—between the
oppressed Negro and his white oppressor.’’ He did not enlarge on this
thesis—which was a pity, because I still fail to make the connection.

In fact, Grodzenski did hail from the United States, and since he was
the editor of a periodical sponsored by an independent American Jewish
organization, one felt justified in assuming that hewas ‘‘a genuine Ameri-
can Jew’’ rather than the usual run of provincial Israeli publicist.

There were, to be sure, many other clever claims and inventions in
Grodzenski’s learned diatribe.The identity of the journalist whose work
he quoted was so easily recognizable that I still wonder how the paper’s
editorallowedapiece so libelous tobepublished.Fora fewdays following
its publication, in fact, friends who read Davar kept drawing my atten-
tion to the article—one of them, a lawyer, offering to take up the case in
court. I firmly declined; I refrained even frommentioning this to the edi-
tor, Hanna Semer, whom I had known from meetings of the newspaper
editors’ committee.

Thinking of it now, from the perspective of a quarter of a century, I
cannot help wondering whether Grodzenski ever asked himself why he
kept all that venom to himself for over seven years. After all, throughout
those years I never stopped providing the likes of him ample reasons for
venting their anger. Week in, week out, I said something objectionable,
something to raise Grodzenski’s blood pressure. Or so it seems. Now,
however, with some hindsight and after considering the man’s general
frame of mind and the pettiness of his sentiments, I rather tend to think
that his longwait had something to dowith the fact that by that time I had
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virtually ceased to feature in the Israeli press. Also, he may have thought
that a person so down was virtually a dead horse, which he could kick at
leisure.

Here I must add, however, that in one respect at least Grodzenski was
right. I was indeed rather more than sympathetic to the Black Panthers
and their tactics, which I thought furnished an excellent example of ‘‘col-
lective bargaining by riots.’’

the black panthers: a partisan view

Asamatterof fact, at the request of the editorsof a little-knownshort-lived
English-languageperiodical calledLillit, I contributedanarticle towhich
was given the title ‘‘Israel’s Eastern Jews:APartisanView.’’ It was largely a
defense of the Black Panther organization and its objectives, and I signed
it ‘‘Maimon Ben Hammu’’—not because I didn’t want the writer’s iden-
tity known, but simply because I wanted readers to think its author was a
genuine ‘‘Moroccan,’’ BenHammubeing a typicallyMoroccan-sounding
family name used by the country’s Jews.The article was published in the
August 1971 issue of the magazine. A few short excerpts:

‘‘Give a dog a bad name and you can hang him. After he has been hanged

you can accuse him more than ever. We do not listen to the murderer’s

evidence againsthis victim.’’ThusSimoneWeil.At theLabourPartyCon-

vention early last April, a number of delegates ‘‘representing’’ the Ori-

ental Jews of Israel tried to convince the party’s Steering Committee to

adopt resolutions calling for granting more educational facilities to their

communities, a minimal quota of their members in top political and ad-

ministrative positions, and a third in the party’s various representative

bodies. Not only were these modest proposals rejected out of hand; they

never were submitted to the convention for voting, and the irony of it was

that a number of veteran Uncle Toms—such as Police Minister Shlomo

Hillel andDeputyLabourPartySecretary-GeneralMordechaiBenPorath

(both of Iraqi origin)—were themselves against putting the proposals to

the vote . . .

But it may be deemed uncharitable to criticize these gentlemen, who

afterall arewhere theyareonlybecause theyhavevirtually renounced their

communal affiliation.They are there in exchange for services rendered to

the Party, not to their alleged electors among the Oriental communities.

The official position was well and clearly stated by Finance Minister Pin-
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has Sapir. Robust, candid, and totally convinced of what he was saying,

Mr. Sapir told delegates: ‘‘Anyonewho believes that poverty can be elimi-

nated by issuing bigger social welfare benefits is making a mistake. You

get rid of poverty by giving people education, qualifications for employ-

ment, decent jobs, and the possibility of acquiring a decent home to live

in.’’ ‘‘I am ready to state,’’ he added, ‘‘that part of the existing problem of

poverty derives from the failure, or sometimes even the unwillingness of

individuals to exploit the opportunities available.’’

While one can have no quarrel with the first part of Mr. Sapir’s state-

ment, one must be a complete fool not to see the horrible implications of

the second. For what Mr. Sapir is saying here is simply that the Orientals

are ‘‘no good.’’ They were offered opportunities but, either out of failure

or unwillingness, refused to seize them.They were offered jobs but failed

to show the proper qualifications; they were offered educational facilities

but have proved too lazy, backward or dumb to utilize them; and they

were offered houses but, since they came from backward countries where

peoplewere just not used to such amenities, they turned these houses into

slums. They have, in short, with their own hands created the conditions

of poverty under which they now live—and all Mr. Sapir is asking is just

to be given enough time to solve the problem: to give the children of these

people education, qualifications, decent jobs and decent places to live in.

Contemplating Mr. Sapir’s statements, in fact, one would think that the

powers-that-be in Israel have had no share whatever in the present mess.

This is as it should be—and as it has always been in similar situations.

No oppressor or exploiter has ever been heard condemning himself or his

system; theblamehas invariably beenplaced at thedoors of the oppressed

and the deprived. That this is unjustified—that it is merely the device

used by the master, whether he be heartless and reactionary or merciful

and liberal—is a truism which hardly needs elaboration. Still, I want to

take this opportunity to relate my experience in this field.

I was born in one of the larger cities of Morocco in 1942 of an old Jew-

ish family of small merchants and middlemen and went to the local Jew-

ish school, the Alliance. Just before sitting for my Brevet examinations,

my parents decided to immigrate to France.The institution of a national

government after independence, and the tensions created by the estab-

lishment of the State of Israel, along with the subsequent mass immigra-

tion of Moroccan Jews to the new state, made things rather difficult, and

my father, who was still in his late thirties, finally decided to take me, my

mother and two younger sisters to search for new opportunities in Paris.

At the same time, of course, there was a fairly massive movement of
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Jews to Israel, but my parents—for reasons which I was considered too

young to have any say in—preferred France.We had a year of hardship in

our new home, but in the endwe settled down to a fairly decent economic

existence, andI andmy twoyounger sistersdid fairlywell in school, I at the

lycée, they at their primary school. After I obtained my secondary-school

certificate, I took a few years off to help my father with his small business,

and in 1965 we were sufficiently well-established for me to be permitted

to pursue my studies. I then joined the Sorbonne, taking courses in soci-

ologyandFrench language and literature.When the days of crisis and ten-

sion came in May 1967, I wanted to go to Israel as a volunteer—but I had

barely had the time to make arrangements before June 5 and the sweep-

ing military victory which it brought Israel . . . In the summer of 1968,

taking advantage of a generous JewishAgencyoffer to come and complete

my studies at one of Israel’s universities, I came to the country under the

Oded programme, which offered grants to participants to support them

through their studies. In my particular case, I have therefore no personal

complaints tomake, and if I feel affinitywith theBlackPanthermovement,

it is only because, after almost three years of observation and reflection, I

have come to the conclusion that nothing—but literally nothing—except

action, massive political and organizational action on the part of the Ori-

entals themselves, will ever be able to rescue the Middle Eastern element

(and with it Israel as a whole) from the intolerable socio-economic situa-

tion in which they have all landed. Call it Black Power, Oriental Power, or

whatever youplease, it remains a fact that only theirownpowerwill eman-

cipate IsraeliOrientals from their present deplorable situation. Frommen

like Mr. Sapir and his Oriental party functionaries and vote-contractors,

nothing better than mere tokenism will ever come.

But to return toMr. Sapir and his arguments. During the first weeks of

my stay in Israel, a year or so after the Six-DayWar, I was making a tour

of some towns and immigrant centers in the south of the country, where

most of the North African immigrants are concentrated. One day, when I

was in company with a fellow Oded student who happened to have been

oneofmyclassmates at theAlliance school inMorocco,we suddenlycame

across two young men whom we thought we knew. It took us only a few

seconds to realize that theywerenoneother thanourold classmatesAlbert

and Elie (now Abraham and Eliahu). Our friends’ families left Morocco

two years before ours did. It was almost dark when we met, and Albert

and Elie were going to the local cafe to play their usual game of cards.

They were decently dressed, and we soon seemed to regain the old famil-

iarity.Yet I could not help noticing a shade of embarrassment, along with
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apprehension, bitterness and perhaps a little envy in them. I was soon to

discover the reason: having told them about our fortunes (my compan-

ion was studying to become an electrical engineer), they had to start to

tell us about theirs. It was a painful experience. Albert was working as an

unskilled labourer at a local textile factory, while Elie was an agricultural

worker. Neither of them dared invite us to visit their homes, and neither I

nor my companion had the heart to ask them. ‘‘You two have been lucky,’’

Albert finally let out. ‘‘Youwent to France andbecamemenwith diplomas

and a future; we came here and this is the result!’’ Here I should perhaps

add that Albert and Elie came from exactly the same background, eco-

nomic, social, and educational, from which I and my companion hailed.

The sole difference was that their parents decided to come to the Jewish

State while ours took us to France, to the Diaspora.

So much for Mr. Sapir and his convenient arguments. Even he, per-

haps, will not maintain that Albert or Elie were unwilling to exploit the

opportunities given them in Israel. The exact opposite is true; from the

very beginning, the Israeli-European power structure never spared any

opportunity to label, denigrate, insult and finally drive the Moroccan im-

migration to the bottom of the socio-cultural and economic ladder. Since

meeting my old classmates I have spoken to many Israelis on this subject.

One of them—amiddle-aged lady who camewith her husband from En-

gland in 1950—told me that on board the ship which brought them to

Israel there were ‘‘masses’’ of immigrants from North African countries.

Yet she and her husband, together with all the Europeans on board, were

cautioned against mixing with ‘‘theMoroccans,’’ who in turn were not al-

lowed to come up. ‘‘They are animals,’’ one Jewish Agency emissary told

this lady with undisguised disgust . . .

About three years ago, JacobTalmon, Professor of Modern History at

the Hebrew University, wrote that it was a stroke of ‘‘good fortune’’ that

the Oriental Jews in Israel did not succeed in setting up political organi-

zations of their own. Coming from a well-known historian, this view is

nothing short of shocking, but it is shared by the Eastern European estab-

lishment in Israel, though probably for reasons other than those which

motivated Talmon. After all, it was this same famous professor who, in a

television programmenot long ago, declared that he saw in Israel ‘‘a direct

continuation of the culture and society of the Jews of Eastern Europe’’—

apparently oblivious of the very existence of an Israeli majority that had

little if anything to do with that culture and that society.

However thatmay be, it ismyconviction that the failure of theOriental

Jew in Israel to organize ethnically, culturallyandpoliticallymay yet prove
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to have been something of a misfortune for Israeli society as a whole and

its body politic. Political organization, the power this organization brings

in its wake, and the position of influence which such power bestows on

its holders—thesewould have given theMiddle Eastern element in Israel

somemuch-neededself-esteemandpride; theywouldhavegiven itsmem-

bers a feeling of belonging and identificationwhich theydo not nowhave;

and would finally have made their true integration and participation pos-

sible andmeaningful. In the absence of all this,wefind theMiddleEastern

element disorganized, marginalized, disgruntled and virtually disenfran-

chised. And as anyone who has observed these things would know, it is

of such colourless, listless, leaderless and powerless masses that the stuff

of discontent, disaffection and political chaos is made.



Chapter 9 Israel’s communal problem

StevenSchwartzschild,whomIfirstmet at anAmeri-
can JewishCongressdialogue inRehovot, asked if I

wanted towrite on the communal problem for Judaism,which he edited.
I did, and the article appeared in the Winter 1967 issue of the quarterly
under the title ‘‘The Two Israels: A Study in Europeocentrism.’’

the melting pot fallacy

There she lies, the great Melting Pot—listen: Can’t you hear the roar-

ing and the bubbling? There gapes her mouth—the harbor where a

thousandmammoth feeders come from the end of theworld to pour in

their human freight. Ah, what a stirring and seething? Celt and Latin,

Slav and Teuton, Greek and Syrian—black and yellow—

Jew and Gentile—

Yes, East and West, North and South, the palm and the pine, the

pole and the equator, the crescent and the cross—how the great Al-

chemist melts and fuses them with his purging flame! Here shall they

all unite to build the Republic of Man and the Kingdom of God . . .

These are the glowing terms in which Israel Zangwill made Paul, hero of

his playThe Melting Pot, depict the American scene fifty-eight years ago.

The ironyof it, however,was that not onlydid theMelting Pot never really

‘‘happen,’’ but that Zangwill himself, writing onlyeight years after his play

was first performed, found himself obliged to admit: ‘‘It was vain for Paul

to declare that there should be neither Jew nor Greek. Nature will return

even if driven out with a pitchfork, still more if driven out with a dogma.’’

Israel Zangwill is now dead, his play deservedly forgotten, and the

purging flames of the great Melting Pot not only failed to fuse Jew and

Greek,Celt andLatin, SlavandTeuton together into anew,homogeneous

race of men, but—as Nathan Glazer and Patrick Moynihan point out in
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Beyond the Melting Pot—it is now generally considered ‘‘a good thing’’

that the process of fusion did not work. In this article it will be argued

that the Israeli concept of the Pressure Cooker—denoting the process of

‘‘mixing the exiles’’—has about asmuch validity as had Zangwill’s idea of

theMelting Pot; that the sloganmizzug galuyothas proven in a very impor-

tant sense to be a boomerang; and that the sooner these anachronisms are

cast away, the better will be the prospects for a healthy and harmonious

Israel society.

It is often argued that the American experience during the past 150

years differs fundamentally from that of the State of Israel—that the dif-

ference between Greek and Jew is far greater and more basic than that

between, say, a Polish Jew and aYemenite coreligionist. For the purposes

of this article, however, we take as our point of departure the assump-

tion that, at least as far as identifiable cultural traits are concerned, the

gap separating the Arabic Jew from an ArabicMoslem or Christian—or a

modernAmericanJewfromhisnon-Jewishcompatriot—isnotwider than

the one yawning between an Eastern European Jew and a South Arabian

Jew. This assumption is not as arbitrary as it may sound. The influence

of home environment on the formation of that complex or those norms

and attitudes constituting the code of conduct of individual and group

alike is a truism of the social sciences. The family is the smallest social

unit and the primary agency for transmitting these norms and attitudes.

‘‘As soon as the child has free motion and begins to pull, tear, pry, meddle

and prowl, the parents begin to define the situation through speech and

other signs and pressures . . . His wishes and activities begin to be inhib-

ited, and gradually . . . the growingmember learns the code of his society’’

(W. I.Thomas inThe Unadjusted Girl, quoted in Coser and Rosenberg,

Sociological Theory, NewYork, 1964, p. 235).

To those not familiar with thework done, and still being done, in Israel

in the sphere ofmizzug galuyot, ‘‘mixing the exiles,’’ all thismay sound like

belaboring the obvious. But if it be true, as it was once said, that the ulti-

mate revolution is the assertion of common sense, this is especially apt in

thecaseof Israel,where—toborrowZangwill’smetaphor—pitchforkand

dogmaworked hand in hand to produce a state of communal polarization

and an educational gap that threaten the very life of the body social. The

trouble has been that, for close on two decades, those who preached the

dogmahave also been thosewhowielded the pitchfork, and—armedwith

typical Slavonic tenacity and a blissful ignorance of the relevant facts—

the wielding of the latter was matched only by the blind adherence to the

former.
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There is one point which would better be cleared up at this stage.The

dogma of mizzug galuyot ordinarily referred to the fusion of the various

communities to produce the Republic of Man and the Kingdom of God

on earth; yetwhat its proponents actually sought to accomplishwas some-

thing even less credible—and certainly less creditable: the fusing—‘‘ab-

sorption’’ and ‘‘assimilation’’wouldbebetter terms—was tobeone-sided.

It was not meant to involve the already existing dominant culture, the

secular post-Haskalah culture of the Eastern European leadership. The

process of fusion or assimilation involved only newcomers who belonged

to certain ‘‘unfortunate,’’ ‘‘backward’’ Jewish communities, mainly those

hailing from the countries of the Middle East and North Africa. It was

these who were supposed to be assimilated, selectively and one by one,

into the dominant culture; the latter was to remain intact, an example and

a model to be aspired to and emulated.Tomake another analogy with the

American experience: It would never have crossed themind of Zangwill’s

Paul to include thewhiteAnglo-SaxonProtestant groupwith thosewhich

his Melting Pot was supposed to fuse into a single American nationality.

He could not possibly have done so, since theWASPswere America.

There is no lack of material to illustrate this Israeli approach to the

subject of immigrant absorption. Israeli publicists and opinion leaders

now tend to be more careful when they treat the subject in public; but ten

or fifteen years ago these views were expressed freely and without inhibi-

tion. Both Raphael Patai, in his book Israel between East and West, and

Abraham Shumsky, in his Clash of Cultures in Israel, supply a wealth of

such material. One example would suffice.Writing in the Eastern Euro-

pean Zionist Establishment’s leading daily organ, Davar, Michael Assaf,

Mapai’s expertonArabaffairs and foryearsnowtheChairmanof the Israel

JournalistsAssociation,wrote in that paper’s issue of September 29, 1950:

What must therefore be the task of the Ingathering of the Exiles? Not

only tobring them[theOriental Jews] to the soil of Israel, but also to re-

store them to their first exalted value.The same thing holds good with

regard to all parts of the [ Jewish] peoplewhowere, to theirmisfortune,

dispersed by the hand of Fate among low-grade [ yarud] peoples.

And every Jew who is not seized by the fear of the possibility,

whether it is imaginary or not, that we will not be able to prevail and

to purify our brethren from the dross of Orientalism which attached

itself to them against their will, will be held accountable for this before

the guardian spirit of the nation.

There is reason for the most serious anxiety . . . how to cleanse and



160 outsider in the promised land

purify these brethren—how to lift them up to theWestern level of the

existingYishuv . . .

(Quoted in Raphael Patai, Israel between

East and West, NewYork, 1953, p. 311)

This was the dogma, as propounded by a leading spokesman of the

Establishment. Outside newspaper offices, in immigrant camps, in kib-

butzim and, above all, in the schools, the pitchfork was being wielded

with equal force and conviction. The declared goal of ‘‘remolding’’ the

Oriental was pursued with a vigor and a self-assurance that in retrospect

seem truly staggering. Moreover, side by side with the cleansing and the

purifying, and as a perfectly logical outcome of the great fear with which

‘‘every Jew’’ was seized lest the low-grade culture of the Orientals gain a

foothold in Israeli society, other precautionswere taken.Using a varietyof

threadbare excuses and rationalizations, the dominant group practiced a

systematic policy of exclusion and incapacitation, a policy which did not

leave unaffected even the country’s institutions of higher learning.When,

in 1964, a spokesman of the Sephardi Community Council in Jerusalem

described this operation as ‘‘cultural genocide,’’ this gave rise to a great

dealof shockandangryprotest.Thewholequestion,of course, is in reality

one of sheer semantics.

That this culture-cleansing approach still prevails, after eighteen years

ofpatent failure, canbeverifiedonavarietyof levels and inseveral spheres.

The goal of ‘‘lifting the Orientals up to our ownWestern level’’—imply-

ing, of course, that until this has been accomplished, the Oriental can-

not be accepted or treated as an equal—is in fact still in vogue among

the cultural establishment. Recently, this has been given ample proof by

the utterances of two prominent Israelis who, in temperament and voca-

tion, are quite different, though they hail roughly from the same cultural

milieu—theworld of the Eastern European Jewish shtetl at the turn of the

century.

David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first Prime Minister and the man who re-

mained at the helm throughout the State’s first 15 years of existence,

told a Look magazine editor, Robert Moskin, not long ago: ‘‘[ Jews] from

Morocco have no education.Their customs are those of Arabs.They love

their wives, but they beat them . . . Maybe in the third generation some-

thing will appear from the Oriental Jews that is a little different. But I

don’t see it yet. The Moroccan Jew took a lot from the Moroccan Arabs.

The culture of Morocco I would not like to have here. And I don’t see

what contributionpresentPersianshave tomake’’ (Look,NewYork,Octo-
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ber 5, 1965). As this issue of Look reached Israel at the height of the elec-

toral campaign for the Sixth Knesset, Ben-Gurion’s opponents hastened

to make political capital out of his reported remarks. The usual denial

came promptly—at one stage the claim being made that the meeting be-

tween Moskin and Ben-Gurion never took place! However, Ben-Gurion

nevereither gave a satisfactoryexplanationofwhat hedid say toMoskinor

managed to persuadeLook even to publish his owndisclaimer.As amatter

of fact,Moskin privately affirmed the truth of the statement and expressed

readiness to testify in court if asked to do so. A fewmonths later,Mr. Ben-

Gurion told Eric Rouleau, of the Paris daily Le Monde: ‘‘We do not want

Israelis to become Arabs.We are in duty bound to fight against the spirit

of the Levant, which corrupts individuals and societies, and preserve the

authentic Jewish values as they crystallized in the Diaspora’’ (Le Monde,

Paris, March 9, 1966).

the europeocentric syndrome

Needless to say, Mr. Ben-Gurion did not take the trouble—no member

of the ruling elite in Israel ever does, though they all freely speak of the

same values—of explaining precisely what he meant by ‘‘authentic Jew-

ish values as they crystallized in the Diaspora,’’ nor did he make it clear

what Diaspora he had inmind andwhether he considersMorocco, Persia

and other Oriental countries in which Jews lived for thousands of years

part of that Diaspora. It is obvious, however, that these authentic Jewish

values have little if anything to dowithwhatmost of us commoners would

usually understand the term to denote—namely, Jewish religion, Jewish

traditions and Jewish culture andwayof life as theyweredevelopedbyob-

servant Jews in post-Exilic times. (In an interviewwith a Jewish Chronicle

reporter shortlybefore theLeMonde interviewtookplace,Mrs.PaulaBen-

Gurion was asked whether she bought meat at a kosher shop. ‘‘Yes,’’ came

the prompt reply. ‘‘But at home I make it trefa’’ [The Jewish Chronicle,

London, Rosh Hashanah issue, 1965].)

Our suspicion is that the authentic Jewish values which Mr. Ben-

Gurion is so eager to preserve have just about nothing to do with Jewish

values and Jewish culture as, say, a Yemenite, Moroccan, Persian or Iraqi

Jew would understand the term. This suspicion is greatly strengthened

by another highly respectable, and, in the circumstances somewhat unex-

pected, source.Mr.HaimHazaz,who, after theNobel PrizeLaureate S.Y.

Agnon, is considered Israel’s leading novelist and man of letters, was re-
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cently interviewed by themass-circulation Israeli evening paper Maariv.

In the course of this interview, printed in the last Rosh Hashanah spe-

cial issue of the paper,Mr. Hazaz asked his interviewer rhetorically: ‘‘And

who are we? One people? Decidedly not! We are communities, commu-

nities! . . . We stand on the edge of a precipice in so far as Levantinism is

concerned.’’ And then, in the same breath: ‘‘Wemust try and bring Euro-

pean culture to theOriental communities.We cannot afford to become an

Oriental people. I feel great resentment at such a development. We had

to travel a road of 2,000 years to become a European Jewish cultural divi-

sion, and now it is impossible to turn thewheel backwards and accept the

culture of Yemen, of Morocco, or of Iraq.’’

What makes Hazaz’s utterances especially difficult to understand is

that of all the Hebrew writers of his generation he was the only one to

take a special interest in the Yemenite community about which he wrote

two famous novels. Moreover, his own estimate of ‘‘the Ashkenazim’’ is

anything but flattering. The following is taken from the first page of his

novelHayoshevetBaganim (MoriSaid, inBenHalpern’s translation,New

York, 1956):

There are the Ashkenazim, libertines and free-thinkers, hold-faced

twisters, quarrelsome and contentious, high-handed and base, befud-

dling theworldwith their tongue-wagging,masteringpublic affairs like

charity-warders, spending their money like bankrupts, all the earth’s

in their hand and everything theirs, normay the rest ofGod’s creatures

lift their heads before them.

Again, Hazaz refrained from defining his terms; but it is quite obvious

that when he spoke of ‘‘European Jewish culture’’ what he had in mind

was approximately the same sorts of wares denoted byMr. Ben-Gurion’s

‘‘authentic Jewish values’’—namely, that body of religious unbelief and

political activism which inspired the thoughts and activities of the shtetl

followers of the European Haskalah movement of the last century. How-

ever, those who read Hazaz’s interview through to the end will become

aware of a central historical factor which accounts for much that has gone

on in the sphere of immigrant absorption in Israel. In reply to his inter-

viewer’s query as to how he came to write his books about the Jews of

Yemen, Hazaz admitted:

Listen!We the Jews of Eastern Europe had thought, in our innocence,

that the Jewswho lived inGreater Russia . . . that it was these Jewswho



israel’s communal problem 163

constituted the Jewish People, and no one else besides. True, we had

known that Jews were to be found in Germany; but as far as we were

concerned this was a Jewry whose relevancewas fast disappearing as a

result of Reform and assimilation which greedily ate into its body.We

also knew that there were Jews in France, England, and overseas. But

Oriental Jews! We simply forgot that such a thing existed!

The Israeli dogma that the Jewries of theMiddleEast andNorthAfrica

have to be ‘‘absorbed,’’ and that this absorption amounts to nothing less

thanbringingEuropeanculture to them,restson theassumption that there

exists in Israel a fairly well-defined ‘‘native’’ culture to which these immi-

grants have to adapt and into which they can and have to be fused. But is

there, was there ever, such a culture—and, if it did exist, was it capable

of ‘‘absorbing’’ such a mass of people with so many deep-rooted cultures

of their own, and, what is more, outnumbering the bearers of the native

culture?

establishment sociologists toe the line

Here we feel we must turn to the social scientist for guidance, both as to

what has happened so far and what ought to be done henceforth. Unfor-

tunately, however, the famous dictum that a people gets the government it

deserves seems quite applicable in this field. In the samewayas theWASP

establishment in the United States almost alwaysmanaged to get the soci-

ologists it deserved—and asked for—so also the Israeli establishment: of

all those Israeli students of society who took due note of what was going

on, the onlyoneswhoprevailedwere thosewho accepted the assumptions

underlying the official line.Thesewere sociologists who unquestioningly

adopted the dogma of the Pressure Cooker, educationists who in the face

of all the recent findings of the social sciences drew up school curricula

modeled exclusively on European patterns of thought and behavior, and

psychologists who eagerly applied Europeocentric tests and measures to

non-Europeans—and duly found them wanting in all kinds of ‘‘right’’

cultural attributes (such as the power for ‘‘abstract thought’’).

Inhis remarkable studyof thedecline and fall of thewhiteAnglo-Saxon

Protestant establishment in America, Prof. E. Digby Baltzell shows how

the leading social scientists of theday ‘‘tended to sympathizewith thevari-

ous forms of racialist thinking, were often anti-Semitic, and were strong

supporters of immigration restriction.They were evolutionists whowere
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convinced that theAnglo-Saxonmillionaireswho ruled the nation in their

day were the ‘fittest’ men in the world’’ (The Protestant Establishment:

Aristocracy and Caste in America, NewYork, 1956, p. 98).

A similar process, though less pronounced, was at work in Israel in the

heyday of mass immigration, and it cannot safely be said to have disap-

peared altogether. The scope of this article allows for only two illustra-

tions. Professor S. N. Eisenstadt is a sociologist of very good standing—

and not only in Israel—who has been Chairman of the Department of

Sociology, at the Hebrew University, for a good many years. His interest

in the problems of immigrant absorption dates back to pre-State days,

and he is the author of a number of books and papers on the subject. His

bookThe Absorption of Immigrants: A Comparative Study Based Mainly

on the Jewish Community in Palestine and the State of Israel (London,

1955)makes a rather goodfirst impression andagood start. In its first parts

Eisenstadt points out that indices ordinarily used to measure the process

of acculturation are all inadequate, mainly because they were constructed

as indices of full assimilation, which seldom or never takes place. Immi-

grant groups are not usually dispersed throughout the social structure of

the receiving country, Eisenstadt points out, but tend to congregate in one

part of it, where they maintain some degree of separate identity. There

thus arises a pluralistic society, the various parts of which are different

both in ethnic origin and social class.Whether an immigrant is able to ad-

just satisfactorily depends on what his desires and expectations are, and

on how well these can be met in his new country.

The relevance of all this to the subject of immigrant acculturation in

Israel is self-evident enough. However, when Eisenstadt deals with the

Israeli situation, we find little if any trace of it, and, as ProfessorWilliam

Petersen remarks, the book thus proves ‘‘a disappointment.’’ The fact is

that Eisenstadt more or less accepts the prevalent official thesis:

1. that the core of the Israeli nation is the Hebrew-Zionist tradition;
2. that the adaptation of other groups can, therefore, be indicated by
measuring the degree to which they have accepted this tradition;
3. that the range of cultural differences among the various sectors of
the Israeli population is less wide than might appear on the surface,
and that the prospects of achieving a homogeneous nation are good.

Petersen examines these three assumptions one byone, and it is highly

instructive to follow the lines of his argument.With regard to Eisenstadt’s

thesis that thecoreof Israeli culture is theHebrew-Zionist tradition,Peter-
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sen’s impression is that the Israeli sociologist ‘‘consistently overstates the

present strength of the Zionist tradition,’’ and that ‘‘he certainly contrib-

utes to the building of its legend by exaggerating the heroic aspects of

the pioneer settlements.Thus, in his discussion of the motives for Jewish

emigration, he contrasts the ‘economic or other satisfactions’ sought by

those Jewswhowent fromEasternEurope toAmericawith the ‘social and

cultural aspirations’ that motivated those who went to Palestine . . .’’

Concerning Eisenstadt’s indices of absorption, Petersen refers to one

of them—whether or not children go to public schools, a practice which

for the new Middle Eastern immigrants is a new and often disagreeable

experience. ‘‘But,’’ Petersen comments, ‘‘if he had also asked whether

the children go to cheder, the traditional Jewish religious school, then

the secularizedWest Europeans and Zionists would have scored lowest.’’

Again, Eisenstadt’s findings reveal that, in contrast toMiddle Eastern im-

migrants, who adapt less readily in part because they hold on to their tra-

ditional norms, Serbian andBulgarian Jews fit into Israeli society without

difficulty.This, Eisenstadt points out, is in part because the latter’s ‘‘lack

of traditional, nonformal Jewish identification [makes] this process much

easier for them.’’ Prof. Petersen continues:

Thus pious Orthodox Jews, ‘‘returning’’ to Israel after long exile, are

welcomed with the request to shed some of their ‘‘less assimilable’’

Jewishness. It is ameasure of Eisenstadt’s partisanship that he appears

to have no inkling of how strange this looks to the outsider.

(W. Petersen,The Politics of Population, NewYork, 1965, pp. 220–226)

Our second illustration is of much more recent date.Writing last year

in the British journal New Society, under the title ‘‘Pregnancy—East and

West,’’ Dr. Esther Goshen-Gottstein, Lecturer in Clinical Psychology,

Hadassah Medical School, the Hebrew University, offers a summary of

an inquiry conducted into ‘‘the difference of attitudes to first pregnancy

between Oriental . . . and Western women living in Israel.’’ The inquiry

involved 160 Jewish women from East andWest living next to each other

and going to the same pre-natal clinics.

The original hypothesis of Goshen-Gottstein’s inquiry set out to test

the assumption ‘‘that the attitudes of women to their first pregnancy are

mainlydeterminedby their ethnic origin.’’The statistical evaluation of the

data suggests, however, that the socio-economic class towhich thewomen

belong ‘‘might be equally decisive.’’ Goshen-Gottstein is aware, however,

that all this ‘‘is largelya playonwords, since class and countryof origin are
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in our case closely associated.’’ (Presumably realizing how strange such

a blunt statement of the facts would appear to an outsider, Dr. Goshen-

Gottstein hastens to make the somewhat unverifiable and certainly irrele-

vant assertion that this close association between class and ethnic group

is due to the fact that ‘‘it was mainly the backward elements from certain

Oriental communities that came to Israel, while the upper strata remained

behind or immigrated to other countries.’’)

In addition to such unsupported statements, Goshen-Gottstein’s brief

study turns out to be replete with cross-cultural evaluations based on

patently Europeocentric value judgments. Here is an example:

On the other hand, women having a more satisfying partner-relation-

ship, such asWestern women do . . . tend to look forward to the child

for its own sake and not for what they personally can get through it.

Though both Orientals and Westerners may be motherly, the woman

living in amodernmarriagewill tend to give child-centered reasons for

wanting her first child—unlike Oriental women for whom the child

often represents an avenue of compensation for the husband’s lack of

attention.

(New Society, London, August 25, 1966)

This implicit acceptance on Goshen-Gottstein’s part of certainWest-

ern attitudes regarding an ideal type of family relationship inevitably led

her to classify certain attitudes and behavior of the pregnant Oriental

woman as ‘‘selfish,’’ ‘‘self-centered’’ and ‘‘narcissistic’’—terms which, as

a reader pointed out in a subsequent issue, are ‘‘neither neutral nor cross-

cultural,’’ but merely betray a lack of understanding of Middle Eastern

traditional societies and a typical Europeocentric approach to the subject.

As the writer of the said reader’s letter wrote: ‘‘Cross-cultural compari-

sons are different from cross-cultural measurements; thewriter proposed

to do the first but ended inadequately doing the second’’ (New Society,

September 8, 1966).

a philosophy professor’s version

However, if the sociologist’s approach constitutes an index, albeit inade-

quate, of the general climate of opinion, then a certain amount of progress

in this field can be said to have been made in recent years. For the first
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time in Israel’s history a gathering took place in Jerusalem last autumn

in which sociologists of the Hebrew University discussed and compared

notes on the subject ofmizzug galuyot.The symposium, held on the Uni-

versity campus on October 25–26, was convened at the initiative of Pro-

fessor Nathan Rotenstreich, the Rector, and Professor S. N. Eisenstadt.

Considering that it came after over eighteen years of study and observa-

tion in a field so crucial to the country’s future, the results and findings

of the symposium were modest enough, and the whole enterprise could

not fail to remind one of the famous definition of a sociologist as a fellow

who spends $100,000 to find his way to a house of ill-repute. Two of the

findings are directly relevant to our discussion.

First, expansive talk by members of the veteranYishuv about the great

sacrifices they have made in order to bring the new immigrants to Israel

and to integrate them into theirown ranks represents the exact opposite of

what has actually taken place. In a paper based on the findings of official

and semi-official research bodies, the economist Dr. Ruth Melul-Klinov

demonstrated that, far from suffering any privations or making any eco-

nomic sacrifices, theveteran settlers benefitedgreatly—as individuals and

collectively—from the sudden appearance on the stage of so much non-

competitive man-power, which made possible for them an upward social

and economic mobility of unprecedented scope and rate.

Second,Europeocentric culturalmonolithismwhich theeducationau-

thorities imposed on Israeli schools has not only failed in achieving its ob-

jective but produced the opposite result: instead of helping fuse the vari-

ous communities, it actually caused a widening of the communal gap. In

this connection, two of the sociologists were quite outspoken. Dr. Judith

Shuval deplored the fact that the school curricula placed undue emphasis

on European culture and the Ashkenazi environment, ignoring the back-

ground and culture of the non-Europeans—and she demanded that these

curricula be revised in keepingwith the present composition of the popu-

lation. Dr. Haim Adler, of the University’s School of Education, revealed

that at the conclusion of the first eight years of schooling, differences be-

tween children of Europeans and those of Middle Easterners become

more pronounced than they are when the children first enter the school.

The overall picture which emerged from the two-day discussions was

one of failure and frustration. Everybody admitted that something very

important had gone wrong in the so-called mixing of exiles.With regard

to the future, however, opinions differed as to the best line to be adopted,

though implicitly everyone agreed that the Establishment’s attempt to
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recreate theMiddleEastern immigrants and theirchildren in itsownpecu-

liar image of Europeans has failed dismally. Division crystallized in the

end over the question: Pluralism or ‘‘Individual Absorption’’?

About pluralism, reservations were sounded from important quarters.

Eisenstadt, for instance, asserted that we speak of pluralism but do not

really know what kind of pluralism we want—a statement which strikes

one as startling coming from so esteemed a social scientist. The sub-

stance of his approach to the problem was that the policy of mizzug galu-

yot brought negative results. It failed as soon as the country’s institutions

woke up to the fact that, alongwith their meager luggage, theOriental im-

migrants brought with them their own cultural traits and peculiarities. At

this point, he added, social scientists started talking of a pluralist rather

thana culturallyhomogeneous society.He rejectedbothof these solutions

and suggested a thirdway: a fruitful encounterbetween theveteran society

and the immigrant groups, each preserving the core of its own cultural

traditions. In propounding this thesis, Eisenstadt used the word ‘‘trans-

formation’’—neither fusionnorpluralism,he said, but the transformation

of Israeli society into something new.

It is interesting to note that real opposition to pluralism came from

the only non-sociologist who took an active part in the proceedings. Prof.

NathanRotenstreich is a philosopher by training, though he has written a

good deal about a variety of other subjects and is also active in the Mapai

splinter group, Min Hayesod. Speaking in a bewildering mixture of an-

cient Zionist cliches and transcendental Kantian concepts, Rotenstreich

implicitly rejected the whole cultural-sociological approach to the prob-

lem by assuring his audience that the mixing of the exiles failed because

‘‘the veteran society . . . ceased to be founded on the idea of the discharg-

ing of duties.’’ Not because immigrants from the Middle East and North

Africa were of a different socio-cultural make from the veteran European

settlers,butbecause these latter failed tobebettercitizens,moreconscious

and conscientious Zionists, firmer believers in voluntary work and will-

ing to makemore sacrifices! The assumption underlying this line of argu-

ment can hardly be other than the time-honored one of the Eastern Euro-

pean establishment, namely, that the Orientals ‘‘have no culture’’ worthy

of the name.

There is, of course, no way of verifying the validity of Rotenstreich’s

diagnosis, since the veteran society behaved not according to any philo-

sophical concepts and abstractions, but in accordancewith better-known

normsofmortalhumanbehavior.What is clear,however, is thatRotenstre-

ich’s thesis implies a denial of the most elementary findings of the social
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sciences of the last fifty years. It was only to be expected, therefore, that

he should have so vehemently proclaimed his rejection of pluralism and

his insistence on the fiction of ‘‘individual absorption.’’

Ithardlyneedspointingout that ‘‘individual absorption’’ is just another

name for cultural monolithism. The procedure is quite simple: the vet-

eran, ‘‘absorbing’’ societyagrees to admit into its ranks certain ‘‘qualified’’

members of the newcomer groups—but one by one, and in accordance

with its own, inevitably ethnocentric idea of what these ‘‘qualifications’’

ought to be. In even simpler terms, this means that a member of the out-

group, in order to be ‘‘absorbed’’ into the dominant culture, has to shed

his cultural identity and disown his own group before he qualifies for ad-

mittance. Needless to say, our man would by then have become a total

social and cultural wreck. The most popular expression of such admit-

tance is when a Moroccan, Iraqi or Yemenite is told something like this:

‘‘Why, I would never have taken you for a Moroccan (Iraqi, Yemenite).

You look and behave virtually like one of us!’’

The truth is that the idea of ‘‘individual assimilation’’ is based on yet

another fallacy—namely, the theory of social individualism.This theory

teaches, in effect, that society is made up of isolated individuals who de-

pend mainly upon their own talents for the positions they achieve in so-

ciety. This is at best an unsubstantiated theory. In the case of Israel, it is

a total fiction: both economically and politically the structure of Israeli

society is clearly influenced by ethnic-communal factors. In other words,

Israel is a society where the rights, attainments and privileges of an indi-

vidual rest largelyon the status achievedby the group towhichhebelongs,

and ultimately by the power it controls and can wield.

pluralism versus a caste-like system

One final point: As in other instances of inter-group conflict, the case

for ‘‘individual assimilation’’ in Israel is normally supported by talk about

the need for ‘‘maintaining standards,’’ preserving the modern character

of the country and its high technical quality in the face of the quantitative

superiority of her neighbors, and so on. This, again, is nothing but the

traditional ethnocentric reaction on the part of the dominant group to any

serious threat from outsiders. As an American social scientist put it in an-

other context, the argument about standards is ‘‘as often a rationalization

of prejudice as a concern for quality’’ (David Danzig, ‘‘The Meaning of

Negro Strategy,’’Commentary, NewYork, February 1964).
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Thus, when Rotenstreich proclaims—as he did at the concluding ses-

sionof the sociologists’ symposium—that ‘‘the onlyhumanbeing’’ he rec-

ognizes is ‘‘the individual human being,’’ this may be accepted somewhat

indulgently as an abstract statement of some philosophical proposition.

When he makes the statement in a sociological context—and specifically

in the context of immigrant absorption in Israel—onehas to take it indead

seriousness,with all the practical social implications of thedoctrine.After

all, his approach and his views are entirely typical of the official line in

mizzug galuyot. Sociologically speaking, this point was settled a long time

ago. (For detailed discussions on this subject, see thework of Georg Sim-

mel [1858–1918] and Emile Durkheim [1858–1917]. Also quoted in Coser

and Rosenberg, Sociological Theory, pp. 6–8.)

What, then, can or should be done? Individual assimilation, with its

concomitantmanifestations of culturalmonolithism and social inequality,

has proved a near-disaster—and remains the surest road to the develop-

ment of the kind of Levantine society which all Israelis profess to abhor.

There is, on the other hand, a certain appeal in Eisenstadt’s formu-

lation, envisaging the ‘‘transformation’’ of Israeli society into something

new, presumably a synthesis of the cultures of the various groups. It is,

however, extremely difficult to translate this vision into anything like con-

crete terms—especially when Eisenstadt has taken care to warn us from

the very beginning that he is not inclined toward pluralism, that in fact he

does not knowwhat kind of pluralismwewant. In all probability, indeed,

the ‘‘transformation’’ towhich he refers would never actually occur, since

it will presumably be greatly restricted by the actions of the dominant

group—whose approach to this problem is best illustrated by the ques-

tion its representatives constantly ask: ‘‘Andwhat, pray, are theseOriental

cultural traits which ought to be preserved?’’

Historically, we can trace four categories of long-term solutions to the

kind of problem posed by the prevalent state of inter-group relations

in Israel: destruction of the weaker group; formation on the part of the

stronger group of one or more caste-like strata above the weaker group;

social and biological integration; and democratic pluralism.

With the first type of solution, we are not concerned here. It is very

much to be feared, however, that what has actually been taking place in

Israel in this sphere is a combination of the second and third types of solu-

tion, with the scales weighed in favor of the former, i.e., the creation of a

caste-like social system throughwhich theweaker groups arepermanently

kept at bay. In this connection the first thing to be borne inmind is that the

formation by the dominant group of caste-like strata is a self-accelerating
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and self-perpetuating process. In Israel it is further helped by several fac-

tors: over-institutionalization; ingrained suspicion of out-groups; ethnic

intolerance born of past persecution and frustration; an educational sys-

tem with a structure allowing for very little mobility for members of the

out-group; and, not least, the concentration of too much social control

and economic power in the hands of the Government. Leonard J. Fein

calls Israel a ‘‘state-society’’ (‘‘Ideology and Politics in Israel,’’ Judaism,

Summer 1966). ‘‘It is assumed,’’ Feinwrites of the Israeli system, ‘‘that the

shape of the society and the policies of the government are inseparable,

and that any social problems are naturally the concern of government.’’

To have an idea of just how this process works, we may turn to the ex-

periences of other societies. The point of forming caste-like strata above

the weaker groups is that these are in the end confined to performing the

menial tasks in thesocietyandaredeniedmanyof the rewards thatgo to the

upper-caste groups.This happened centuries ago in India,when invaders

from the northwest conquered the aboriginal residents. It has happened

in SouthAfrica, where thewhitemen occupy strata above the non-whites.

And it has happened to some extent in theUnitedStates,where thewhites

have occupied the top strata,with the descendants ofAfrican slaves below

them, and with other non-white people generally having fewer privileges

and less power than the white group.

As has been indicated, in Israel this process is accompanied—and to

some extent also tempered—by the prevalence of another type of solu-

tion, namely, integration. Integration, however, can be one-sided—in the

sense that members of the weaker groups are integrated into rather than

with the dominant group. Besides, it is by definition almost a very long

process. In Brazil, for instance, the present fusion of racial and cultural

groups (Indian, Portuguese and Negro) is the result of four centuries of

intermarriage and miscegenation.

There is no gainsaying the fact that the ultimate aim of Israeli society is

integration; on this point few Israelis seem to differ. However, integration

by itself is a neutral concept, especially when it is taken to mean biologi-

cal fusion. Integration can take place even in a system of slavery, as when

in the early years of slavery white slave-owners in America took Negro

women as concubines. It can also proceed in a caste-like system of so-

ciety, where it can have little, if any, effect on the system.The question to

be asked is, therefore: In what sort of system can integration be attained

most smoothlyandwith the least tension andculture conflict?The answer

seems to lie in the fourth typeof the solutions listed above, i.e., democratic

pluralism.
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‘‘Democratic pluralism’’ has beendefined as the state inwhich thevari-

ous groups in a society ‘‘settle down to an amicable coexistence, each

group keeping its culture fairly intact and intermarrying little or not at all

with other groups.’’ A condition of democratic pluralism may be said to

exist if equal respect and equal opportunities and privileges are accorded

to all groups.This has been the situation in Switzerland, with its French,

Germanand Italian cantons, and inCanada,where theFrenchand theEn-

glish share the country. A state of democratic pluralism can also be said to

prevail in a country like Lebanon, whereMoslems andChristians, in their

various denominations, each get their allotted share of ‘‘the national pie.’’

There is a sense in which it would be true to say that some such condi-

tion of pluralismmust obtain in Israel before the stage can be set for genu-

ine integration. It is a pity, and not a little surprising, that some Israelis

should feel somewhat bewildered about the prospect of a pluralist society.

In the circumstances, such a development offers the only alternative to

Levantinization—or something far worse.



Chapter 10 Freedom of speech,
israel style

david hakham’s rebellion

Writing about the specific liberties that compose
the freedom enjoyed under the British parlia-

mentary system, Professor Michael Oakeshott stresses three particular
ones: freedom of speech, freedom of association, and freedom of private
property.Whereas he considers the first to be vital, he thinks that it has
been so overstressed that excessive emphasis on this one libertymay con-
ceal the loss of others.

The major part of mankind, he explains, has nothing to say. The ex-
traordinary emphasis on freedom of speech, therefore, may be supposed
to be ‘‘the work of a small vocal section of our society and, in part, repre-
sents a legitimate self-interest.’’

Nor is this an interest incapable of abuse. It is thus wrong to suppose
that ‘‘so long as our freedom to speak is not impaired we have lost noth-
ing of importance.’’ Indeed, however secure a man’s right to speak his
thoughts, he may find that some other right that seems more important
to him has been lost: if, for instance, his house is compulsorily purchased
or if he is forced to join a trade union in order to take a job.

Moreover,Oakeshott asserts, there is a great danger in one of the usual
lines of defense of free speech—namely, that it is the only way of reach-
ing ‘‘the truth.’’ This is because truth seekers are likely to think that they
have reached their goal and so to oppress further free speech as being re-
dundant, any opposition to them being perforce based on ‘‘error.’’ The
truth, hewrites, is that the real rationale for the right to speak freely is the
belief that politics is not concerned with this sort of ‘‘truth’’ at all, its real
goal being simply peace, tranquility, and the conventional ‘‘decencies of
conduct among men.’’

I did not know David Hakham personally, but his
case was to play quite a part in my final break with

the establishment. Hakham was one of those ‘‘primitive Zionists’’ who,
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though they had been the backbone of the movement in Iraq and played
a decisive role in the liquidation of the Jewish community there, were
ignored and abandoned as soon as theycame to Israel. Unlikemanyof his
colleagues,however,Hakhamhadtheguts to tryhis luck inIsraelipolitics,
and in 1963 he became the subject of a minor scandal within Mapai.

In its dealingswithnew immigrants,Mapai,whichhad ruled the coun-
try almost uncontested since the establishment of the State, was high-
handed, condescending, and parochial—and even in the best of cases,
rather paternalistic and domineering. It did not tolerate ideas that con-
flicted with its own anachronistic mixture of institutionalized socialism
and exclusivistic Jewish nationalism. Its luminaries had never—or hardly
ever—been aware of the existence of any brand of Zionist, or even Jew,
other than the eastern European, Yiddish-speaking, Second or Third
Aliyah type. The enormous power the party wielded through the coun-
try’s only two real employers—the government and the Histadrut—was
used with great skill and advantage as leverage to make newcomers con-
form. The leaders of its so-called ethnic departments, or desks, were
neverallowed tobe anythingmore than ‘‘vote contractors’’ who also acted
asmukhtars (heads of local neighborhoods) or notables, doling out little
benefits and bread crumbs to favored members of their respective ethnic
groupings.

David Hakham was born in Basra, Iraq, in 1920 and finished his sec-
ondary schooling there. At twenty-two, hewas one of the founders of the
Halutz Movement, and subsequently he organized its defense section,
known as the Shurah. He was arrested and sentenced to imprisonment,
but eventually managed to make his way to Israel, where he settled in
Beersheba. Joining Mapai and acting as its representative in the town for
about ten years, he became, in a relatively short time, deputy mayor.

However, when themayor, aMapai member himself, was forced to re-
sign and Hakham subsequently—and rather naturally—offered his can-
didacy, theMapai headquarters inTel Aviv started towaver. In those days
it was unthinkable to allow an ‘‘Iraqi’’ to become mayor even of a small
development town likeBeersheba. Sensing foul play,Hakham resorted to
similar tactics and openly defied the party machine—also known simply
as theMachine—thus thwartingMapai’s attempt to reconstitute the local
council so that he would not have a chance of being named mayor. But
the Machine was not used to such defiance, not from ‘‘new immigrants’’
anyway, and certainly not from Orientals. To assert itself, therefore, the
Machine hastened to expel Hakham from the party.

One hot day in August 1963, I attended a meeting in Ramat Gan at
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which Hakham spoke. The meeting was organized by a predominantly
Iraqi groupwith the name Ahva (Brotherhood) and was held in Beit Ha-
Ezrah. Although it was a well-advertised public meeting, there were no
photographers to ‘‘immortalize’’ the event, and the few reporters present,
looking rather desultory and unimpressed, with the exception of the one
representing one of the two evening papers, quietlymade their way to the
door and out.

The keyword at that gathering was tzedek ( justice). Many of the
speakers took care to disclaim any purely communal motivation. If this
was a communal organization, one speaker argued, what would you call
a list of 120 Knesset candidates, only two or three of whom were non-
Ashkenazis?Wasn’t that a communal list? No, Ahva was not a communal
movement; it was a movement seeking tzedek and equitable integration
between the communities. In those days spokesmen for the Ashkenazi
establishment were still able to frighten people with the word ‘‘commu-
nal’’—and as one cabinet minister had said in Beersheba that sameweek,
a communal list was ‘‘a stab in the back of the nation.’’

Sitting there and listening to the speakers, I wondered about the ques-
tion, simple in itself, but cruel and damning in its implications: what had
brought these people to their far-reaching decision?What accumulation
of disillusionment, resentment, hurt pride, and sheeranger had led to this
state of things? Some of the speakers spoke about their credentials, and
a glance at these may help answer these questions.

I have already described the background of David Hakham. One of
the founders of Ahva was Abraham Avisar, then thirty-two years old,
eager, bespectacled, eminently the intellectual type, and radiating no
small amount of enthusiasmand sincerity. I imaginedhim in 1951, coming
to Israel at the age of twenty after finishing his secondary schooling and a
spell in the Halutz Movement, eagerly and willingly serving his two and
a half years in the army.

One also could picture the great shock that awaited him and many
others of his generation of Iraqi Jews—the shock of finding out that he
was not a simple Jew among other Jews, but some nameless ‘‘Oriental’’
among ‘‘Westerners,’’ amanwhowas tobe ‘‘raised’’ to the standards of his
new society, to be ‘‘cleansed andpurified,’’ as one Israeli publicist put it at
the time, ‘‘from the dross of Orientalism.’’ The political scene, too, must
have offered Avisar very little comfort indeed. The 1951 parliamentary
elections found the new politically conscious immigrant from Baghdad
rather bewildered. For, having had a largely textbook notion of democ-
racy, he could not help watching the democratic process being abused
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and distorted by the unscrupulous vote hunters and vote contractors of
the party machines.

Another spokesman of the movement was Robert Haim, a forty-two-
year-old immigrant fromEgypt and seven years in Israel. At one point the
all-powerful Mapai had decided to put Haim at the head of its list of can-
didates for the town of Ashdod, but for some reason hewas subsequently
asked to surrender his seat as chairman of the town’s local council. Unlike
Avisar, Haim knew what it was like to work for a party. He implied that
thosewho bind and loose at the party’s headquarters inTel Aviv thought
that he, as a new immigrant, ought not to have any real say. ‘‘However,’’
he said, ‘‘it was we who built Ashdod, and it should be we who ought to
continue tomanage the town’s affairs, not theTel AvivHQof this partyor
that.’’ Much the same argument was submitted by David Hakham, who
now found himself heading an independent list and contesting the elec-
tion with Mapai, whose list was headed by Eliahu Nawi.

The catch, however, was that Nawi himself was also an ‘‘Iraqi’’—and
what did he have that Hakham didn’t? It would have been funny were
it not so saddening, but the truth of the matter—as one Mapai luminary
actually put it at a meeting of the party’s central committee—was that
Nawi was only three or four when his family came to Palestine, and Hak-
ham was already in his early twenties, and never mind that he had been
the moving spirit of the Zionist movement in his native city of Basra!

The gathering at Beit Ha-Ezrah moved me enough to devote a Mar-
ginal Column to the subject. It created a good deal of fuss because in
it I attacked Mapai’s party machine for deciding to oust Hakham from
the party, and I also expressed regret that I was not a resident of Beer-
sheba ‘‘and thus unable to share in [Hakham’s] great and creative act of
defiance.’’

The column, towhich I gave the title ‘‘TheMachine’’ butwhich finally
appeared under a far less subtle heading (‘‘Non-Ashkenazi Justice’’), was
printed as is—no changes, no cuts, no complaints—on August 13, 1963.
The same morning I received a phone call from Mark Segal, who was
then the paper’s political reporter and close toMapai’s Secretary-General
ReubenBarkat. Segal expressed amazement and some shock, asking how
dare I, editor of the establishment’s Arabic-language daily, attack the
ruling party in such unambiguous terms. I didn’t know what to say, and
dismissed him by saying something about this being a free country.

The following day, thePost actually carried an editorial on the subject.
The writer made an interesting analogy between the movements calling
for an equitable share of political power for the Oriental communities in
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Israel and those advocating equality for women in society. Lea Ben Dor,
whomostprobablywrote thatparticular leader, also sentmea letter,dated
August 14. It read in part:

Dear Nissim:

Your column on the communal lists went into Tuesday’s paper with-

out my having read it, owing to a series of misunderstandings.

You will have noticed that to some extent we disavowed it in

today’s editorial which, I suppose, represents about my own point of

view.This isn’t a normal procedure.

I’m perfectly in agreement with your general approach, even if it

is not that of the paper: it is a signed column. On the other hand, I

cannot understand anybody who’s known this paper so long quite

casually introducing so many snide remarks and such devastating ad-

jectives as ‘‘the rotten (Party) machine in Tel Aviv.’’ We are not averse

to pointing out what makes a machine rotten, but this adjective,

standing by itself unsupported, about Mapai is obviously incompat-

ible with the general line of the paper. The charges you level against

this machine would have told their own story without that word.

All this, of course, is apart from the fact that you’ve made crusad-

ing heroes out of a couple of people whose records for integrity leave

a lot to be desired.

You know that I’m always anxious for you to write on Israeli rather

than on purely Arab internal affairs, but I think you must also keep in

mind the general aim, attitude and style of the paper.

Jerusalem, August 18, 1963

Dear Lea:

. . . I agree with you that one should turn to local topics rather than

confine oneself to Arab affairs. These days, indeed, [Mapai’s alleged

operator] Netser holds more horrible fascination to me than does

Nasser . . . As for the Post, I venture to think that it will do itself hon-

our to seek to give expression to some of the voices now emanating

from the Other Israel—the Israel of the future. The Post cannot be a

narrowly communal newspaper in the tradition, say, of Davar.

However, in an attempt to pacify the editors, I managed to write the
following week’s column, which I dispatched fromNetanya, where I was
spending a short holiday. Excerpts:



178 outsider in the promised land

‘‘Well,’’ retortedour interlocutor, anupright and tolerant fellow inhis early

sixties and a son of theThird Aliya. ‘‘Youdo surpriseme!Don’t you know

what a political party is? Such are the ways of all parties!’’

‘‘But that is how things are,’’ exclaimedwith visible impatience another

friend of ours, a middle-aged Baghdadi Jew, whom, though he has been

in the country more than 12 years, I shall call a new immigrant. ‘‘This is

political reality!’’

The identity of the two men’s concept of democracy was no coinci-

dence. After all, neitherof our two friends had knownwhat representative

democratic government was really like. Neither had, in his country of ori-

gin, had the experience of belonging to a political party, and neither had

actually taken part in anything even remotely like democratic elections—

except perhaps local elections to their respective community councils.

And this, it occurred to us, was a historical fact of the first importance

forourpolitical life.Afterall, theoverwhelmingmajorityof thepopulation

comes either from the Eastern European Pale, as our Third Aliya friend

does, or from the lands of the Arab Orient—and neither of these regions

had in the past, or has recently, had the least taste of liberal democratic

rule as the term is understood in theWest.

Of course, there is one big difference.While our Iraqi immigrant was

here only 12 years or so, ourThird Aliya friend has been out of Russia for

over fourdecades, and, itmay be argued, it is in those 28 intervening years

that his attitude topoliticswas formedanddeveloped.Butdoes the ideaof

government embodied in this attitude reallydiffer from the onewhich our

other friend brought with him from Baghdad 12 years ago? We can only

judge from the scanty evidence at our disposal about the actual behaviour

of the parties which he and his comrades had established and still lead—

those vote-hunting machines which, it would appear, have been playing

havoc with the political education of the new Israelis . . .

Now the question is: do the functionaries of these parties realize the

extent of the harm they have been doing to the nation as a whole, or are

theymerely acting innocently and according to their best lights—accord-

ing, that is, to an idea of democratic government than which they know

no better and which is the only one they know? Be that as it may—and

since this is the parties’ idea of both civic education and immigrant inte-

gration—can anyone be expected to takewith anything but extreme scep-

ticism the current righteous declarations casting doubts on the integrity

of this or that political dissenter or opponent? . . .

(‘‘Misplaced Righteousness,’’ august 20, 1963)



freedom of speech, israel style 179

My original column and the editorial that appeared in the paper the
following day moved my friend Jacqueline Kahanoff to write a letter to
the editor, which appeared on August 19, entitled ‘‘Ambivalence to New-
comers.’’ Excerpts:

Sir,

I wish to thankThe Jerusalem Post for the public service it per-

formed in printing Nissim Rejwan’s latest Marginal Column, ‘‘Non-

Ashkenazi Justice.’’ This title rings too sharp, but perhaps by now

the Oriental and Sephardic communities in this country have heard

so much about what the veteran community thinks of those it calls its

‘‘Oriental brethren’’ that many of their members can no longer iden-

tify with the veterans as they had once hoped to. Honestly, many of

us don’t quite know where we stand, and I suggest that the ambiva-

lent feelings the veteran community expresses towards new immi-

grants awakes a similar ambivalence of the new immigrants towards

the vatikim (old-timers) and their children.

The Post’s editorial entitled ‘‘Ashdod Touchstone’’ mentioned the

Yishuv being ‘‘swamped’’ by new immigrants; this expression strikes

me as odd when applying to Jews coming to Israel with a different

feeling of belonging here than new immigrants may have towards the

United States and Canada. Incidentally, even a group as indigenous

as the French Canadian is still fighting for recognition . . .

Perhaps Sephardic parties are roughly the equivalent of feminist

movements and women’s organizations? These manifestations of

some sections of public opinion may help to bring about a better

kind of representation for the deprived sectors of our population in

our existing parties. Mrs. Idelson reminds women they represent half

the population, and, ironically, another half takes up the cue. There

are at least two ways of cutting up a lemon . . .

rift with the post

Though the Hakham incident—like the Katznelson affair that preceded
it—marked no serious rift with thePost, things started to be a little tense,
and for the first time memoranda explaining why a certain column could
not possibly be carried by ‘‘a paper like ours’’ started coming. Follow-
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ing are excerpts from the few rejected Marginal Columns I managed to
preserve.

Of all those countless thousands of words written in criticism of Hannah

Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, few have seemed as searching and as

illuminating as thosewritten recently to the editor of the SundayTimes of

London, commenting on Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper’s review of the

book, which appeared on October 13. The letter is signed by Paul Senft,

whowrites that, as a Jew, he asks himself whyArendt’s ‘‘penetrating intel-

ligence fails so utterly?’’ And his reply is thatMiss Arendt ‘‘seems to know

nothing of the twomotivations, the two conceptions, which governed the

situation of the Jews when the Holocaust had overtaken them: Therewas

religious communal leadership perpetuating their past, and Zionist po-

litical leadership exhorting them to a new future.’’

Between these two motivations, Senft maintains, the Jews ‘‘were a

people with no present reality of their own.’’ The remarkable thing was

that, howeverdifferent the ideas and attitudes of the religious andpolitical

leadersmay have been, ‘‘both had accepted catastrophe as in the logic of a

historical destiny—God’s wrath once more descending on the Children

of Israel [for] straying into foreign realms of assimilation, and the chosen

people were once more paying in agony.’’ Thus lost between religion and

politics, the Jewish masses proved most docile—‘‘a people who had long

lost their identity andwere equally alienated from the organized existence

of either.’’ It was because of this loss of identity that the Jewish masses

followed their own leaders ‘‘neither with a sense of a spiritual mission nor

with that of a national selfhood.’’ To be sure, where sparks of either of

these existed there were singular deeds of heroism; but generally speak-

ing these masses accepted their fate in silence: ‘‘Blank existence does not

ignite resistance.’’ . . .

Where the effects of the same kind of process—though under circum-

stances a thousand times less extreme—can more easily and accurately

be discerned is in the life of other, immeasurably less unfortunate Jewish

communities elsewhere. It is a source of unending wonder, for example,

to ponder upon the passivity and docility with which long-established

Jewish communities in the Orient let themselves be dissolved, liquidated

communally, and finally herded out of their age-old homes in, say, the

Yemen or Iraq. Here, without doubt, was discernible that same spiritual

schism, that seemingly aimless wandering between a religious commu-

nal leadership perpetuating their past and a Zionist political leadership

enjoining them to a new future in a national home of their own. In the



freedom of speech, israel style 181

case of Iraqi Jewry, at least, it is possible to say that, without this momen-

tary ‘‘loss of identity,’’ this vacillation between a fast-disappearing tradi-

tional religiousmotivation and an emergent, dynamic political leadership

exemplified in the young Halutz movement and in the work then being

done toward the establishment of the Jewish State, the voluntary and star-

tlingly rapid liquidation of the Jewish communitywould hardly have been

accomplished.

(‘‘Jews in Mid-Ocean,’’ november 1963)

‘‘One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: But the

earth abideth for ever.’’ We have always found Ecclesiastes’ ripe reflec-

tions on the generations of man rather more civilized and appealing than

the fiery concept in Numbers of the Desert Generation. In fact, with its

implicit assumption that the present should be sacrificed for the sake of

the future, one could not help reflecting how much in common this con-

cept has with the readiness of the Bolshevists in Russia to sacrifice one

generation for the sake of some future one yet unborn. The idea, more-

over, is peculiarly arrogant, rather uncharitable, and fallacious. For once

you have reconciled yourself to the assumption that a whole generation of

human beings may or ought to be sacrificed for the sake of some doubt-

ful textbook ideal—in such cases always disguised as ‘‘the future’’—you

are likely never to be able to stop.The temptation to pass the curse from

one generation on to another would then be too great—if only because,

as little really changes, the ideal is likely to prove increasingly remote and

inaccessible . . .

It may, of course, be argued that, to the extent that each generation

tends to consider it its duty towork for a better future, every generation is

in reality a desert generation.This, however, is something quite different

from what we were taught to understand by the term. According to this

reading of it, at least, no second-generation Israeli—and a kibbutz-born

one least of all!—could reasonably belong to the ‘‘wilderness’’ category

of Israeli Jew. Even the God of Moses, who saw fit to decree that their

carcasses ‘‘shall fall in this wilderness,’’ confined His wrath to those who

were ‘‘twenty years old and upward.’’ As to the little ones, He mercifully

decided ‘‘themwill I bring in, and they shall know the landwhich ye have

despised.’’

These are fairly precise, if rather severe, words to utter.No such clarity

can be claimed by those in our midst who had sought to apply the same

principle to a later generation of Jews.

(‘‘The Desert Fallacy,’’ february 1964)
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For a number of years which onewould not care to remember, we Israelis

havebeengoingaroundwithonenice little chipofwoodonour shoulders,

which for lack of a better term may be called ‘‘the Arab Menace.’’ Now

there is something always unattractive about people with long-standing

grievances, but in this particular case the drawback was more than just

aesthetic.Wittinglyor unwittingly,we have allowedour grievance to place

us in the pretty uncomfortable position of appearing always at variance

with the Arabs and their many aspirations—or at least what the majority

of them consider to be their aspirations . . .

The situation is of course greatly accentuated by the way our griev-

ance is translated into an impossibly fastidious attitude to Cairo. When

we speak of Egyptian President Nasser’s ‘‘democracy,’’ for instance, we

manage to forget everything we know about Egyptian history and politi-

cal tradition and become dreamy perfectionists. Arab Socialism? It either

does not exist or is in some sinisterwayconnectedwith aworldwideCom-

munist plot.We also manage to appear as the supporters of the medieval

regime of the Imam in Yemen, of the British presence in South Arabia,

and of the chauvinistic though conveniently anti-Nasserist Bath Party—

all in the name of the Arab Menace.

Another, andperhapsgreater,disability fromwhichwesufferas a result

of carrying this permanent chip on our shoulders has been our apparent

failure to see the other fellow’s own grievance. In an important and care-

fully worded interview which he gave to the LondonObserver early this

month, Nasser was asked whether, in saying that war with Israel was in-

evitable, ‘‘this means you regard attack from Israel as inevitable but [that]

you do not intend to attack yourself ?’’ Nasser’s reply was admittedly very

cagey (‘‘the Arabs will not accept the status quo over Palestine at all . . .’’);

but hemade it quite plain right away that by rejecting the status quohewas

referring to the refugee problem. ‘‘The status quo is impossible,’’ he said.

‘‘Palestinians were driven out of their homes, their land and their nation.’’

Now no matter what we in Israel may think of the refugee problem,

we will not be able to go on ignoring its existence. The refugees’ case as

put forward by Nasser . . . is plainly unacceptable as it stands. But the

opposing case—which is that, for us, the refugee problem had long since

been solved through an exchange of populations whereby we received

the Jews of the Arab countries and the refugees moved to these countries

where they ought to feel more at home and ‘‘in their element’’—is bound

to seem equally untenable, at least to outsiders . . .

(‘‘A Chip on the Shoulder,’’ july 1964)
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Diary entry

August 1, 1964

The conversation had taken several turns—the Israeli press, apart-

heid, the LondonTimes, the future of African culture; but in the end

The Question had to come. ‘‘And what do you think of Israel’s future

relations with the Arab states?’’ There were five of us: two South

Africans of European origin, an English-speaking African intellec-

tual, and two Israeli journalists. One of the South Africans, who had

earlier declared that he was ‘‘obsessed’’ by the racial question in his

country, hastened to add: ‘‘When, in brief, would Israel become a

part of the Middle East?’’ We felt tired and bored, and being at a loss

for an adequate answer, we tried to conduct the discussion in such

a way as to break up the question into its various components. Shall

we start, we ventured, by considering the socio-cultural structure of

present-day Israel and try to envisage what it will be like in 10, 20, or

30 years’ time?

Then the difficulty arose as to how it was possible to indulge in

predictions of this nature when dealing with a country of immigra-

tion. Our non-Israeli friends expressed the conviction that no large-

scale immigration from the Soviet Union would be allowed for at

least two decades, and that one could therefore safely proceed on the

assumption that no significant change in the country’s demographic

or cultural structure would take place during that space of time. But

in what way was this likely to affect the future status of Israel in the

area? We ventured that as the ideal of a full and really effective cul-

tural amalgamation of the various communities was proving daily

more elusive, and as a new leadership must emerge in which the

native-born and the non-European population are adequately repre-

sented, a process will eventually be started through which, on the

one hand, the Arabs may become less suspicious and frightened of

Israel and, on the other, the Israelis may start discovering a common

language with the Arabs. Such a process may conceivably lead to the

setting up of some sort of Middle Eastern federation in which Israel

would find her proper place.

‘‘The question is,’’ said our anti-apartheid South African, ‘‘what

would precede such a consummation?’’ It was obvious that he was

not quite convinced that Israel’s full integration into the Middle East-
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ern landscape was possible without much bloodshed and tragedy.

‘‘That,’’ came the reply from various directions, ‘‘may entirely de-

pend on Nasser’s political maturity and foresight—or lack of them.’’

Should he persist in his bellicose mood and try to make good his old

threats to push Israel into the sea, he will not only court disaster but

may considerably delay the setting in of that same natural process

through which Israel can be peacefully integrated into the area. If, on

the other hand, Nasser or any other powerful Arab leader of the day

should have enough insight and imagination to look 20 years ahead

he would give up all hope of destroying Israel, tacitly accept her as

she now stands, or even go so far as to formalize this acceptance by

actually concluding peace with her. Such a course of action would, it

was observed, be the best guarantee for Israel’s becoming an integral

part of the Middle East.

But do we really and sincerely want Israel to be an integral part

of the Middle East? Here the second Israeli in the company wanted

to say something. He was young, of very advanced views, and rather

left-inclined. He still was far more liberal-minded than we thought,

and would not really care if his little Israeli-born granddaughter

could speak Arabic. ‘‘But,’’ he added gravely, ‘‘I came here to live as a

Jew!’’ There was a pause, and everybody seemed to be saying, ‘‘Why,

but of course! ’’ ‘‘As a European Jew,’’ our Polish-born friend hastened

to add, anticipating the objection. Pressed a little further, however,

he admitted that what he had in mind was not merely to live as a

European Jew but in reality as a European—‘‘as people live in Paris,

Warsaw, Brussels.’’ From then on it was no longer a matter of how

Israel should be integrated into the Middle East, but of what sort of a

country the two sections of the Israeli population, the Europeans and

the non-Europeans, would want to live in.

Not that there was lack of understanding for our European-born

Israeli host. After all, culture is a very serious matter indeed, and

one does not expect people to discard their age-old cultural patterns

overnight. Moreover, our friend being a non-observant Jew, it was

only natural that he should not be content with wanting to live just

‘‘as a Jew’’—whatever that may mean exactly in the present context.

Yet his insistence that he came here to live as a European Jew—or

simply as a European—could not fail to set us wondering. To start

with, what are those of us who did not come from Paris,Warsaw,

Brussels, or Prague really doing here? What kind of life we have

come to lead here? Have we come to live as Asian, North African, or
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‘‘Arab’’ Jews? Have we come here—those of us, at least, who, like our

host, are non-observant—simply to live as Asians, North Africans,

or ‘‘Arabs’’? And if so, how is this wish to be reconciled with that of

our Polish-born friend, who came here to live as a European?

It seemed an unanswerable question. Our own feeling was that we

had come here to live as no one in particular, neither European nor

non-European, but as Jews living together—and that unless we can

rediscover the meaning of Jewishness, it is difficult to see how we can

live together at all.

searching for a new approach

It was roundabout this time, mid-1964, that I decided to give expression
to an idea I had contemplated for some time—i.e., that there was a close
link between the communal problem and the failure of the Eastern Euro-
pean Zionist establishment to resolve it, on the one hand, and Israel’s
continuing conflict with and estrangement from the world surrounding
it, on the other. Thus, in a long paper I wrote, and for which I chose the
title ‘‘Israel and Her Neighbours: Notes for a New Approach,’’ I devoted
a few pages to this particular aspect of the subject. After analyzing the in-
fluences and the ideas that I claimed had shaped the attitude of Israel to
the Arab world and to the Pan-Arab nationalist movement, I wrote:

Israelis are of course right in telling Arab nationalists that theMiddle East

can never be comprehended in exclusively Arab terms. But, then, nor

could anyof the countries of the region, taken separately. Ifwe exclude the

Arab Peninsula, we find that there is not a single Middle Eastern country

that can be comprehended in exclusively Arab or any other ethnic terms.

Moreover, in a pluralistic Middle East, where Asia, Europe and Africa,

Islam, Judaism and Christianity interact freely, the Israelis, too, will be

called upon to cease viewing their country in exclusively Jewish terms.

Naturally, it will take a gooddeal of reciprocation on the part of her neigh-

bours to make official Israel proceed in such a novel and revolutionary

direction.

Such a new approach to the problems of the area may well work, and

at the same time they may be augmented on a deeper cultural level. For

there is an additional factor at work here—namely, the introduction into

the homogeneous, overwhelmingly Eastern European society of Israel of

an important new element following the mass immigration of Jews from
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the countries of the Middle East and North Africa. . . . For the tempera-

ment of theseMiddle Easterners, their background, their long experience

of living side by side with Arabs, and their fundamentally different type

of reaction to the non-Jewish world are bound to leave their imprint on

future Israeli-Arab relations. (Another aspect of this question is the posi-

tionof the so-called ‘‘Arab Jews’’ in Israel.To these Jews, theclassicZionist

approach to the Arab question is totally foreign. The cosmic opposition

which this approach draws between ‘‘Jew’’ and ‘‘Arab’’ places theMiddle

Eastern Jew in a pretty intolerable position, in that he seems to conform to

the Eastern European Zionist concept of neither Jew nor Arab.This con-

demns the Arabic-speaking Jew to a marginal sort of existence culturally,

since the combination in himof both Jewishness andArabnessmarks him

as the odd man out.)

The fact is that Israel has now become largely a Middle Eastern coun-

try in population as well as in geography. In 1948, the Jewish population

of the area that was to become the State of Israel numbered less than

650,000. Eighteen years later this population has grownmore than three-

fold. The majority of the additions hailed from countries of the Middle

East and North Africa, and the result has been that somewhat over half

of Israel’s present Jewish population is Middle Eastern, while of the re-

maining Jewish groups, an increasing number are ‘‘technically’’ Middle

Eastern, having been born in the country, though of European extrac-

tion. (Israel’s non-Jewish citizens—Moslem, Christian andDruze—con-

stituted about 13 per cent of the total population before the considerable

additions which camewith the territorial changes resulting from the Six-

DayWar.)

Demographically at least, but to a certain extent culturally too, this de-

velopment should suffice to answer the Arabs’ standing argument against

Israel as an alien creation, a bastionof theWest, and a ‘‘cancer’’ in the body

of the Arab world. An additional, if somewhat accidental, consideration

in this connection is that this development was brought about largely by

Arab action which, by making life intolerable for Jewries as old and as

deeply rooted in their countries as those of Yemen, Iraq and Syria, was

instrumental in the mass immigration of these Jewries to Israel.

Fromapurely ‘‘legalistic’’ point of view, too, this development changes

the right of Israel to exist in the Middle East from the somewhat dubi-

ous basis of the Balfour Declaration and the special claims of the Zionists

to the perfectly normal basis of history, tradition, culture and demogra-

phy. To quote James Parkes, ‘‘Israel exists today in the Middle East on

the absolutely normal basis that the majority of its inhabitants areMiddle



freedom of speech, israel style 187

Easterners and never have been anything else.’’ The fact, moreover, that

these Jews are now concentrated in the single area of Israel is the result of

local migration and cannot affect their character as Middle Easterners.

Naturally there is nothing automatic or deterministic about these

things.Thepicture is especiallyconfusedwhere the attitudeof theMiddle

Eastern element to theArabs is concerned. In general discussions in Israel

about the country’s future relations with its neighbours, it is often argued

that far frombeingbetter inclined toward theArabs, theOrientals in Israel

are actually more ‘‘anti-Arab’’ than their European compatriots.There is

an element of truth in this observation, at least on the surface and as far as

these Orientals’ initial reactions are concerned. During their first years in

Israel, immigrants from the countries of theMiddleEast andNorthAfrica

were bound to feel a good deal of resentment, both at being victimized

in their lands of birth and as a result of the hardships they were to face

in Israel. Not unexpectedly, many of them tended to vent their anger and

their resentment on ‘‘the Arabs.’’

More significantly, coming to a society whose whole set of attitudes,

mores and sentiments were strongly slanted in favour of European ways

andwhichwasopenlycontemptuousof theEast and itsways, and inwhich

the most observable prestige criterion was affinity to Europe, it was only

too understandable to see these immigrants going out of their way to dis-

sociate themselves from theirorigins and culture, often knowing no better

way than to channel their resentments and hatreds toward their former

compatriots. But this was bound to be a passing phase, and as far as one

can see there is now reason to believe that these ‘‘Arab Jews’’ are gain-

ing enough self-esteem and self-confidence, and discovering enough new

things about themselves and their new surroundings, to have a more bal-

anced view of their situation.

Such a development can open up endless new vistas. For one thing,

the prevalent image of the Arab as just another version of the European

anti-Semite—only a bit worse—is bound to disappear.This depiction of

the Arab as a wild, murderously inclined neighbour (an image which, to

be fair, has partly been a product of the Arabs’ own indiscriminate pro-

paganda and threats) has done much to distort the general picture, and a

more sober, historical view of the Arabs will be of decisive importance if

relations between Israel and the Arab countries are to be normalized.

For another, the Israelis themselves will gain considerably from having

a closer, more realistic look at their own habitat.The founders of Zionism

set out to build amodel European state, having scarcely been aware of the

existence, let alone the status, of Middle Eastern Jewries. It is therefore
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probably not quite easy for the present leadership of Israel, itself almost

exclusively Eastern European by birth and background, to resign itself to

the idea of an increasingly Middle Eastern Israel. This no doubt partly

accounts for the fact that no serious attempt has ever been made by Israel

to present the new realities even as arguments to balance and counter the

Arabs’ classic propaganda claims against Israel as an alien element and an

intrusion.This is a great pity. For in order tomake theArabs accept Israel,

it is essential that her present political and cultural elite should do so first.

Needless to say, theArabswill themselves have theirown share of com-

mon sense to contribute. First and foremost they will have to realize that

theycannotpossiblyhave itbothways.For theultimate ironyof thepresent

situation—i.e., Israel’s virtual transformation into aMiddleEasterncoun-

try—is that itwas createdby theArabs themselves.Theywouldnot accept

the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine on the basis of its having

unique historical claims.They insisted that the claims of the natural ma-

jority, the Arabs, were paramount. Then by the work of their own hands

they turned Israel into a state where the natural majority demands an in-

dependent state of its own.This majority—theMiddle Eastern Jews and

those born in Palestine—has never known or lived in any other area but

the Middle East, and now lives in that part of the Middle East which the

Arabs themselves have determined it should live in: This the Arabs will

one day have to grasp.

For in their long and fruitful life together, Judaism and Arabic Islam

have demonstrated beyond all conceivable doubt that there is sufficient

cultural and spiritual common ground between them to make such co-

existence possible, desirable and useful. Fundamentally, there exists no

opposition between the Jewish tradition and the Arab-Moslem tradition.

Indeed, the vision of Israel as an exclusive Jewish state, the view that her

integration into theMiddle East and its culture spells ‘‘assimilation,’’ that

the prevailing hostility of the Arabs to Israel amounts to ‘‘anti-Semitism,’’

that Arab threats imply murder and pogroms à la the Christian West—

these are all largely the products of the collective historical experiences of

those in Israelwhocontinue to shapeherpolicies and set hercultural tone.

Despite outward signs to the contrary, there are indications that Israel’s

neighbours are gradually freeing themselves from the narrow nationalis-

tic view of the Middle East as an ‘‘Arab’’ area.They do, however, seem to

insist on viewing it as a non-Western area, especially in the cultural sense

of the term. In this sense, a stubbornly ‘‘Western’’ and ethnically exclu-

sivist Israel will probably continue to be considered an alien creation and

a legacy of Europe’s cultural intrusion in the area. It would probably be
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no exaggeration to say that this question of identity will remain the cru-

cial one in any appraisal of Israel’s future relations with her neighbours

and ultimately her whole position in the Middle East. Dr. Charles Malik,

leading Lebanese thinker and a former foreign minister, has a few very

pertinent things to sayon this subject. Pointing out that to establish a state

is one thing, to ensure its continued existence another, Malik asserts that

‘‘entirely different moral qualities’’ are required for this latter task. In the

struggle for establishment, hewrites, ‘‘you treat the others as alien forces,

to be crushedorpushedbackorat least prevented fromencroachingupon

you; your relation to them is external, summary, destructive, negative;

under no circumstances can you allow internal, positive intercourse with

them on a basis of equality. But in the struggle for enduring existence you

must come to terms with them; you must take their existence positively

into account; your idea must be softened and modulated and trimmed to

accommodate their idea; you must enter into an interacting relationship

with them, based on mutual respect and trust. Whether the leadership

and the ethos of Israel are adequate to the requirements of existence, of

course only the future can disclose.’’

These words were written in 1948; yet Dr. Malik’s last question re-

mains largely unanswered.To be sure, Israel has proved conclusively that

she can ensure her continued existence, at least for the foreseeable future,

by the efficiency, brilliance and valor of her defense forces. But to quote

Dr. Malik once more, ‘‘history has not known an instance of a nation at

permanent enmity with its immediate world.’’

Fundamentally, the Israeli-Arab conflict is a cultural rather than a po-

litical one.

This article I sent, I think, to the London monthly Encounter, at its
own request, since it was planning a special issue devoted to Israel and
the Israeli-Arab conflict. For reasons best known to the editors, however,
the articlewas returned tome, accompaniedbya letterof apology from the
editor of the special issue, whose name I forget.



Chapter 11 The mystery of education

genesis of a gap

Of all the controversial issues with which I some-
how felt bound to deal in my writings, education

was the most sensitive—at least judging from the often violent reactions
that came from the powers that be. The way that my involvement in this
aspect of the communal-cultural controversy started and then deepened
became manifest in the articles I wrote on the subject in the Jerusalem
Post. What really made me take up this thorny subject was the way the
education authorities were trying to come to grips with what came to be
known as ‘‘the communal gap.’’My first attempt to come to grips with the
problem:

In the past, listening to the endless, sometimes distinctly self-satisfied

chatter about The Huge Gap or reading of the results of the Ministry of

Education exams and of how, year after year, the percentage of failure

among children of the Oriental communities was very high, I had always

suspected that something was basically, disastrously wrong with the edu-

cational system itself. It was only this month, however, that I had the op-

portunity of having a good look at how to open, widen and perpetuate an

educational gap—and my thoughts and sympathies on this New Year’s

Eve must go to all those parents who, like myself, have the otherwise ex-

citing experience of sending their first-born to their first year at school.

I am, of course, referring mainly to those mothers and fathers who have

more than one child to rear, whose jobs or domestic chores do not allow

them to devote much time to their children’s education, or who did not

have the advantage of having any education themselves.

Inparticular, I am thinking of parentswho eitherdonot knowordonot

care to remember the principles of algebra—or have no time to attend a

special course in that particular subject. For myself, I have really no cause

for complaint: Rony’s mother happens to have an excellent memory for
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such things, and we hope that, with a little luck, our child will eventually

get the help he—or rather his teacher—needs in order for him to learn

simple arithmetic . . .

One can already hear the usual objections—that for ‘‘backward chil-

dren,’’ or for those children whose parents happen to be ‘‘backward’’ or

over-reproductive or just plain ignorant, there are all sorts of special ar-

rangements, such as the extra hour, the longer day, the club and the 10

percent ‘‘allowance’’ for children of the Oriental communities upon their

sitting for theMinistryof Education exams.The answer to all these objec-

tions is simple and not far to seek: a country does not base its educational

system on the capacities of the privileged and then try tomake allowances

for the majority.

In other words, why make a rule of an exception and then proceed in

panic, and when it is almost too late, to make exceptions for what actually

is the norm? Why not build an educational system that would take full

cognizance of the demographic and human factors as they actually are?

As to the ‘‘10 per cent allowance,’’ it hardly needs emphasizing that it is

an insult both to the children and to their parents—not to speak of its

absurdity from the purely pedagogical point of view . . .

It ismore reasonable,morehumanandmorenatural that, taking all fac-

tors into account, our school system should be totally ‘‘self-supporting’’

and innowisedependenton thehypothetical helpof ahypotheticallyedu-

cated parent having themoney, the time or the inclination to provide such

help. If this is not accepted, the educational gap will always be with us,

allowing oureducation authorities the privilege of occasionallymaking an

‘‘exception’’ here and there and permitting them to express their regret

for this yawning gulf.

(‘‘Genesis of a Gap,’’ september 17, 1963)

This was followed by a number of other tries. A few are given here:

Determined to learn something about theworkingsof oureducational sys-

tem ‘‘at the source,’’ I spent an hour or so the other day poring over the

78 questions of the annual seker test. I found the experience fascinating

and rewarding: I enriched my Hebrew vocabulary by several words and

thought that the test itself was, on the whole, well and rather intelligently

composed—though I could not help commiserating with the children,

who complained that it was ‘‘unusually difficult.’’

It is, however, with another problem that I found myself grappling

and for the solution of which I found no clue. The problem, important
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to all societies but probably crucial in a land of immigration, is how far

domaterial and environmental conditions affect the educational progress

of a child? Our education authorities are of the opinion that such condi-

tions are all-important, and that it is due to these—poverty, overcrowding,

uneducated parents—that the percentage of failures amongst primary-

school children of the Oriental communities has been so high in recent

years.There are, on the other hand, thosewho point out that the authori-

ties tend to exaggerate the effect of these factors, and that too much em-

phasis on poverty and overcrowding sometimes serves to cover up poor

teaching and a faulty system of elementary education.

This landedme in a blind alley, and I decided to consult authorities in

the field.Trying to assess the degree towhich ‘‘intellectual performance is

related to . . . characteristics of the home such as socio-economic level or

material possessions,’’ C.M. Fleming of the University of London’s Insti-

tute of Education writes in his bookThe Social Psychology of Education:

Sweeping statements have sometimes been made to the effect that of

course the brighter children come from the more prosperous homes;

and teachers have often been tempted to advise against continuance of

secondary education because of a low level of income.While poverty

does result in a dangerous lowering of the level of nutrition, there is . . .

reason to believe that the variations which occur from home to home

are related to intrinsic characteristics such as attitude andpoint of view

rather than to extrinsic attributes such as prosperity or possessions.

When homes are classified according to the occupational level of the

parents (or according to any other purely socio-economic criterion)

it is found that many dull children come from the A group and many

bright children from the groups classified as C or D.

Fleming also refutes the proposition that the intellectual activities,

practical skills and social interests of a pupil are decisively determined by

the qualities of his parents. (‘‘Jim’s father can’t spell. Hewill never do any

better.’’ ‘‘Margaret’s mother is very poor.Toomuchmust not be expected

of her.’’ And so on.) The likeness of children to parents, Fleming implies,

is no tenet of educational psychology. It has, however, ‘‘provided a theo-

retical justification for caste distinctions and class distinctions for more

centuries than are recorded. It has been used as an argument for exclud-

ing entrance to certain professions and as an excuse for the shepherding

of some into their fathers’ occupations. Children have been threatened
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with the temperamental fate of their fathers and (less often) theyhavebeen

encouraged to believe in their own potentialities as members of superior

groups.’’

If this shows anything, it shows that we should resist the temptation to

use this as a handy alibi for ourown failings and start looking for remedies

elsewhere. After all, it is nowhere written that the sins of the fathers must

be visited upon the children.

(‘‘No Handy Alibi,’’ november 12, 1963)

With a few variations, it is almost always the same topic: little Danny is

a problem. Whenever Israeli parents get together, it is about some little

Danny that they worry: Why can’t Danny read? Why (supposing he is

doing well at school) is he so undisciplined, so lacking in respect for his

elders, so careless about his language, and generally so unheedful of what

his parents tell him? The trouble is not confined to any specific class or

group of classes, communities, religions or cultural groups.Whether the

parents come from Berlin or Casablanca, London or Baghdad, the com-

plaint is the same: children are not what they used to be . . .

The trouble with Danny originates in three basic assumptions which

for some time have been informing his elders’ attitudes to him and to his

education.The first is that there exists a child’s world that is autonomous

and must be left to the children to govern; that adults are there only to

help with this government; and that the authority that tells the individual

child what to do and what not to do rests entirely with the child’s group

itself.Thus, by being emancipated from the authority of adults, the child

in a sense is banished from the world of grown-ups. He is either thrown

backuponhimself or handedover to the tyrannyof his owngroup, against

which he can neither rebel nor reason, and from which he cannot escape

to any other world.

Danny’s reaction to this particular brand of pressure tends, often

enough, to be either complete conformism or some species of juvenile

delinquency, and is frequentlyamixture of both.At school,moreover, the

situation confrontinghim is no less perplexing. For—andherewe come to

our second basic assumption—under the influence of modern psychol-

ogy, pedagogy has developed into a science of teaching in general, in such

a way as to be wholly emancipated from the actual material being taught.

The result is that, since the teacher does not need to be trained in his own

subject, it frequently happens that he is literally just one hour ahead of his

class in knowledge. This in turn means that Danny is actually left to his
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own devices, but also that the legitimate source of a teacher’s authority as

the person who knows more and can do more than oneself is no longer

effective.

This pernicious role which pedagogy is playing in the troubles beset-

tingDannywouldnot, however, havebeenpossiblewere it not fora certain

modern theoryabout learning,which itself is the logical application of the

third of our basic assumptions.This is that you can knowand understand

only that which you have done yourself, and its application to education

has been as primitive as it is obvious: to substitute doing for learning. Ac-

cording to this theory, a teacher should not pass on ‘‘dead knowledge’’

but, instead, should constantly demonstrate how it is produced. Closely

connected with this theory is the view that a child’s characteristic activity

lies in play; learning in the old sense, by forcing a child into an attitude of

passivity, compels him to give up his natural initiative . . .

Though these reflections were written in a somewhat different con-

text (see ‘‘The Crisis in Education,’’ in Hannah Arendt’s Between Past

and Future, Meridian, New York), it has complete relevance to Danny’s

seemingly inexplicableways.Writing of the educational crisis in America,

Arendt asserts that this crisis ‘‘results from the recognition of the destruc-

tiveness of these three basic assumptions and a desperate attempt to re-

form the entire education system.’’

(‘‘The Trouble with Danny,’’ january 28, 1964)

The gist of a press conference held in Tel Aviv last Thursday, in which

the Minister of Education and Culture took part, was that following the

introduction of certain new measures in primary education, the bright

pupil ‘‘will forge ahead much faster’’; the average child will ‘‘also learn

faster’’; and the slowest group will progress at its own pace but, in the

long run, will also ‘‘make great strides forward.’’ This state of near perfec-

tion in our primary schools we are promised in about three years’ time,

when the so-called ‘‘Beersheba experiment’’ has been extended to all the

three top grades of these schools. As is well known, the Beersheba plan

envisages the division of pupils in the sixth, seventh and eighth grades—

i.e., those aged between 11 and 13—into three groups: advanced, average

and slow.The division, which is made on the strength of the pupil’s stan-

dard inHebrew, English andmathematics, is based on the same principle

as the English system of ‘‘streaming,’’ and it can give our education au-

thorities no great comfort to learn that, even as their press conferencewas

proceeding, this system was being effectively demolished in London.
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This act of demolition has been performed by a British educationalist,

Dr. J.W.B.Douglass,whosince thefirstweekofMarch 1956,hasbeensys-

tematically following the fortunes of some 5,000 children, all born within

the same week, and publishing progress reports on his unique follow-

up study. His third report, published last week, is entitled ‘‘The Home

and School: A Study of Ability and Attainment in the Primary School’’

and deals with the children’s primary schooling between 1951 and 1957.

The chapterdevoted to ‘‘streaming,’’which aGuardianwriter believes ‘‘is

going to be quoted for the next half-century,’’ demonstrates how educa-

tional selection can in effect be social selection, and shows howeducation

decisions can be ‘‘simple self-fulfilling prophecies.’’

Opponentsof ‘‘streaming’’have fora long timemaintained thatmiddle-

class children get into the top streams because they have learnt at home to

usewordsprecisely.Once in the top stream, theyget better verbal training,

maintain their superiority and do better still in future tests.Working-class

children, on the other hand, find themselves in the lower streams because

of lack of stimulation at home—and are then furtherdeprived by getting a

relatively inferior schooling. As Douglass comments, ‘‘This is an extreme

statement of the social bias that might be implicit in early selection by

ability.’’

Now it hardly needs pointing out that, like the working-class children

of Britain, many Israeli children begin with the handicaps of a poorer

physical and cultural environment and—like them—their disadvantages

tend to be intensified. If they live in poor areas, they go to schools with a

low record of success; thosewho are least cared for will find themselves in

the ‘‘slow group’’; their school performance will tend to conform to their

classification . . .’’

(‘‘Obliging Forecasts,’’ february 18, 1964)

‘‘What would Bacon say to our school system?’’ This improbable ques-

tionwas recently put to Israeli pupils sitting for the bagrut (matriculation)

English examination. In case you are wondering how a harassed Israeli

pupil should know what Francis Bacon would say to our school system,

the answer is, as indicated in the exam paper: through a careful reading

of his well-known, elegantly phrased but scarcely helpful 600-word essay

‘‘Of Studies.’’ ‘‘Reading maketh a full man; conference a ready man; and

writing an exactman . . .Historiesmakemenwise; poets,witty; themathe-

matics, subtle; natural philosophy, deep; moral, grave; logic and rhetoric,

able to contend: ‘Abeunt studia in mores’ ’’—and such general pedagogi-
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cal gems. In what way this can qualify a pupil to know what the Viscount

St. Albans would say to our school system is something which only our

English examiners seem to know.

Abeunt studia in mores [Studies form character], indeed; but one may

well ask, Bacon or no Bacon, what role is English supposed to play in our

pupil’s life? Judgingby thestandardsetby theexampapersatourdisposal,

the answermust be pretty upsetting.One,we hope exceptional, paperde-

serves careful scrutiny. It has to dowith appreciation, and it sets the pupil

an ‘‘Unseen Passage’’ (meaning material not included in the curriculum)

on the Finnish secondary school which he is asked to read carefully and

then to answer the questions that follow. The paper sets a time limit of

45 minutes to read the passage carefully, translate the ‘‘key words’’ into

Hebrew or Arabic, and answer the questions ‘‘in English.’’

I must confess that it tookme rather more than that time to decide that

what I was holding was a genuine document and not some practical joke.

And the question which I would like to ask now is: How does an educa-

tionalist who is as inept as the author of the above exam paper become a

responsible employee of our Ministry of Education?

(‘‘Bacon to the Rescue,’’ april 8, 1964)

debating hakbatzah

I have spent a good deal of time during the past fewmonths trying to learn

something about the workings of our educational system. I must report,

however, that themore I have read and seen andheard, themore I findmy-

self helpless and even mystified. The mystery seems to grow deeper and

deeperwith theweeks, and last week, deciding to trace the subject back to

its origins, I found that what would normally seem the simplest of ques-

tions are in reality the most difficult of all.To take just one example:Who,

precisely, is responsible for making all those fateful decisions concerning

the education of Israel’s children? How—and on the strength of what—

are these decisions made? But no! It is simply no use. The questions are

far from simple. A simpler one would be, perhaps: What are these deci-

sions?What, indeed, are the facts of a given educational situation? In vain

does one try to find answers.

Lest the reader startwonderingwhat the fuss is all about,however, Iwill

hasten to furnish a concrete example. Six months ago, 41,000 Israeli boys

and girls sat for the seker; some three months later, the Minister of Edu-

cation announced in a press conference in Tel Aviv, on February 13, that
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in about three years’ time the so-called ‘‘Beersheba experiment’’ (wherein

pupils in the sixth, seventh andeighth formsofprimary school aredivided

into ‘‘advanced,’’ ‘‘average’’ and ‘‘slow’’ groups and taught accordingly)

would be extended to all primary schools in Israel.There was no sugges-

tion whatever that (a) the plan had any ‘‘retroactive’’ bearing on the status

of pupils in these classes elsewhere, or (b) that it was in any way linked up

with the seker test held as long as three months previously. Yet if we are

to believe our own eyes and take seriously what the education ministry’s

spokesmen say, this was precisely what happened.

The facts of the case, as far as can be verified, are as follows. On the

strength of some apparently confusing statement made by the minister

himself, two newspapers came out with the news recently that only 29

percent of those who sat for the latest seker had passed the test. No one

seemed to have become unduly excited; but the spokesman of the minis-

try, who does not seem to have yet learned the great advantage of silence

in these cases, hastened to issue a denial. First of all, in case you are inter-

ested in the genesis of the misunderstanding, the spokesman was there to

help you: The origin of the newspapers’ ‘‘misleading reports,’’ he volun-

teered, was that their reporters had confused the word ‘‘sat’’—which the

minister actually used—with the word ‘‘passed.’’ For what the minister

actually said was that 29 percent of all the pupils had sat for, not passed,

the seker.

Clearly, this was further confusion. For how could it be that only 29

per cent of the 41,000 pupils had sat for the test when in reality, and by

definition, 100 percent of themhad sat for it? The spokesman, apparently

totally unaware of the implications of what hewas saying, was again ready

withanexplanation.For ‘‘purposesof research,’’ he said, the41,000pupils

who sat for the seker at the conclusion of the past school years were placed

in four categories: the ‘‘advanced,’’ who made up 29 per cent of the total;

the ‘‘average,’’ totaling 23 per cent; the ‘‘below average,’’ who composed

38 per cent; and thosewhose attainmentswere ‘‘below theminimum’’ and

whomade up the remaining 10 per cent.Thus, the spokesman continued,

the minister of education did not speak of the number of pupils who had

passed the seker, but only of the numbers of thosewho sat for it ‘‘and their

classification into four groups.’’

But at what stage, precisely, had the pupils been so classified ‘‘for the

purposes of research’’?On the strengthofwhat had the classificationbeen

carried out? And how was it that the minister had chosen to equate the

29 percent ‘‘advanced’’ pupils with those who sat for the test? The con-

fusion is further increased by what the ministry’s spokesman had to say
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further. ‘‘The number of pupils who pass the [seker] test is determined

by the Ministry of Education policy,’’ he said in an interview which he

himself afterwards circulated. ‘‘[The ministry] fixes a certain number of

questions which have to be answered in order to pass the test.’’ His min-

istry, we are further told by the spokesman, ‘‘had fixed two standards [for

the test]—one,which is higher, for children of the oldYishuv and those of

European extraction, and another for the newcomers and for those born

in Afro-Asian countries.’’

Again one is plagued by questions.Who?Why?When? How?What?

Well, one fact at least we can now boast of knowing: Not 29 but 38.2 per-

cent of thosewho sat for the seker lastOctober passed.Butwhat difference

does itmake, onewayor theother,when—asweare sodisarmingly toldby

its spokesman—the results of the seker are predetermined by theministry

itself ?

(‘‘The Mystery of Education,’’ april 29, 1964)

When does a lofty social ideal become narrow ‘‘dogma’’? When is a first

principle not at all a principle but some derided ‘‘cliche’’? I could not

help asking myself these questions andmany equally bewildering ones of

a similar nature when reading and rereading the other day the report of

an interview given to a Al Hamishmar reporter by Mr. Zalman Aranne,

the minister of education and culture. After listening attentively to a set

of six very clear, relevant and well-organized questions, we are told, the

minister chose to give an ‘‘overall answer’’ preceded by some ‘‘general re-

marks.’’ ‘‘There is,’’ theminister started, ‘‘nofield inwhichcliches reign so

supreme as that of education. Every walk of the country’s life has under-

gone a revolution—but education is still governed by pedagogic, social

and party patterns. In this sphere people go on advocating dogmas that

stand in opposition to reality.’’

Coming closer to the point, Mr. Aranne continued: ‘‘Here [in educa-

tion] peoplemake judgements. Experiments and research projects are re-

jectedwhen they are not in keepingwith a certain point of view. Andwhat

is most regrettable and worrying of all is that this dogmatism comes pre-

cisely from young educationalists. Education is by nature conservative,

and I would have understood, and even forgiven, had this attitude been

common amongold and veteran educationalists. But young ones?’’ As the

interview—or rather themonologue—progresses,weget some ideaof the

natureof thatdogmatismand thoseclicheswhich seemtocauseourminis-

ter somuchdismayandbewilderment.The targets, it transpires, are those

who oppose the ministry’s new policy of hakbatzah, or streaming, and
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the allegedly outdated dogmas and worn-out cliches which these oppo-

nents were being accused of holding are none other than the elementary

principle of equality of opportunity and the same education for all.

For it is this elementary principle, embodied in the Declaration of In-

dependence, that the policy of streaming has come to negate . . . Indeed,

in seeking to justify his new policy, Mr. Aranne claims that ‘‘the egalitari-

anism which was followed until now was no good, and experience has

shown that it has failed.’’ Yet when speaking of the streaming experiment,

the minister does admit (1) that it has not yet been concluded, and (2) that

‘‘it is not so bad if we discard some of its negative aspects.’’ The effects

of these so-called negative aspects will be eased, we are promised, by the

highly ‘‘flexible’’ use which the ministry will make of the new policy, as

well as by other special measures, including the posting of good teachers

in the ‘‘slow’’ classes.

The trouble with all these apologetics is, of course, that the ministry,

even with the best will in the world, is not likely to be able to control the

situation or prevent malpractice. Once the principle of the same school-

ing for all is discarded, no amount of flexibility or special measures can

prevent the development which Aranne’s young, cliche-ridden dogma-

tists seem to fear most—viz., communal segregation in Israeli schools.

As though to lend force to these fears and forebodings, the minister him-

self let the cat out of the bag. In addition to all its merits, he declares, the

system of streaming ‘‘will create greater opportunities for the advanced

pupils.’’ If we fail to furnish these opportunities, he continues, ‘‘we are

likely to be faced with a state of communal homogeneity in many schools,

since parents will not agree to see their children prevented from making

progress because of the high percentage of slow pupils.’’ Instead, these

parents ‘‘would start sending their children to other schools.’’

Who are these parents whose possible actions the minister fears so?

Andwho are the ‘‘slow’’ children whose percentage is so high in schools?

The answers are not far to seek: ‘‘The latest seker test has proved that a

large section of the children of Israelis hailing from Islamic countries be-

longs to theslowgroup,’’ theminister tellshis interviewer. It isobvious that

thosewhohave it in themto influence theMinistryof Educationand trans-

fer their children to other schools do not belong to this group of Israelis.

And the crucial question now is: Can we afford to let the grocers and the

clerks of Solel Boneh, of Kiryat Shmonah,Dimona andBeersheba dictate

our educational policies by threatening to transfer their children to other

schools? Yet even this would perhaps have been tolerable were it not for

the astounding amount of prejudice governing not only these fat grocers
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and petty clerks but also a good many of the teachers. Here, too, one can

take a clue from the interview in question. Seasoning his sentences with

Russian and Yiddish words, Mr. Aranne asked his interlocutor: ‘‘I hope

you at least knowYiddish; otherwise I would altogether despair of you!’’

(‘‘Streaming into Despair,’’ may 12, 1964, not published)

The Israeli elementary schools are, in the opinion of the people of Israel,

basic and necessary parts of our democracy. I am convinced that they

must, and I hope that they do, provide equal opportunity for every child.

This means that those at the bottom can compete through education for

life’s prizes with those at the top. All that is needed is brains, a will to do

hard work, and plenty of ambition. This basic belief in the democratic

functioning of our schools is only partly true. The book on which this

article is based—Who Shall Be Educated? byW. LloydWarner, Robert J.

Havighurst, and Martin B. Loeb (Harper & Bros., New York, 1944)—

describes how our schools, functioning in a society with basic inequali-

ties, facilitate the rise of a few from lower to higher levels but continue to

serve the social system by keeping down many people who try for higher

places.The teacher, the school principal, the school board, as well as the

pupils themselves, play their roles to hold people in their places in our

social structure.

If the Israeli faith in theschool systemasademocratic force is tobecome

less fictional, we must examine the relevant facts and determinewhat dis-

torts this picture . . . The Israeli school reflects the socio-economic order

in everything that it does: in what it teaches, whom it teaches, who does

the teaching, who does the hiring and firing of the teachers, and what the

children learn in and out of the classroom.The curricula of our second-

ary schools provide early pathways to success and failure; they operate in

a different way on the several class levels; and they are used in a different

way by the children of the higher and lower levels. It is apparent that the

secondary school curriculum is a mechanismwhich helps perpetuate our

class order.

Themost significant feature of our status order is the emphasis placed

on the social elevatorswhich take themore fortunate up to the heights and

drop the less fortunate to the basement. The chapter on social mobility

tells how Israelis use such powerful forces as money, talent, beauty, sex

and education to climb from the lower social levels to those higher.

Theplace of theOriental in our society inmany respects is like that of a

memberof the lowerclasses.He hasmanyof the samepenalties applied to

him and is prevented from enjoyingmanyof the same opportunities as the
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latter. But there are profound differences between Orientals and lower-

class Ashkenazim which have fundamental consequences for the kind of

education provided for them. A whole chapter in this book is devoted to

an analysis of how the education of Orientals works in our caste system.

Because Israelis are deeply concerned about increasing the quality and

quantity of democratic thought and action, in the final chapter a set of

principles is stated as a foundation for thebettermentof educationalmeth-

ods. Concrete proposals are then offered which we believe are necessary

for the advancement of democratic education.

(‘‘The Challenge of Unequal Opportunity,’’

june 30, 1964, not published)



Chapter 12 The debate intensifies

mapai strikes back

The higher one’s view of the human potential, the more one is liable to

dislike school and the educational system as they actually stand. This is

true in all the civilized world and wherever children are sent to school.

The fact that the resultant discussion, heat, and often anger serve very

little purpose does not seem to affect the situation: theory keeps piling

on theory and argument on argument, sometimes with little regard to the

facts. As Martin Mayer, an American who has written a remarkable book

on the process of education in his country, put it so well: ‘‘Changes are

hurled and slogans coined,’’ hewrote, ‘‘and cliches standupon the ground

in rows like death’s heads in a looted graveyard’’ (The Schools, 1961).

One trouble, of course, is that although we all take an intense interest

in the schooling of the young, very few of us knowmuch about the actual

process of education. Another difficulty is that, despite all the nice theo-

ries and the elaborate philosophies, teachers and children, parents and

administrators, critics and professors all alike refuse to behave in that neat

statistical manner which canmake a commentary really valid—naughtily,

and rather irritatingly, insisting on behaving like all other mortal human

beings. This places all concerned in a pretty unenviable position. The

other day, for instance, discussing the subject with a high official of our

Ministry of Education, we were told that there are pupils now in their

eighth or seventh year of schooling whose standard of achievement is as

low as that of the fifth or even the fourth year, and that this alone would

be enough justification for theministry’s decision to introduce hakbatzah

(streaming).

Who let these pupils reach the seventh and eighth forms when they

ought tobe in the fourthorfifth?Whoplans the schools?Whodetermines

the curriculum?Who trains andappoints the teachers?Whomakes it pos-

sible for pupils to go up from one form to another, and on the strength

of what? Finally, does not this argument in favour of hakbatzah in reality
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constitute an eloquent indictment of thewhole elementary-school system

as well as those in charge of it? Our layman’s queries and questionings

had no end. The heat, the anger, the sorrow, the bitterness were almost

tangible.

Not that our interlocutorwas entirely at a loss for answers and counter-

arguments. Children did not grow up in a vacuum, the argument ran.

Backward environment, poor surroundings, the absence of a ‘‘cultural

atmosphere,’’ the ignorance of parents or their refusal to help with the

educationof theirchildren, the lackof an educational tradition amongcer-

tain communities—all these factors have a share in the responsibility, we

were told. Pressed further, the high official cited other, more ‘‘objective’’

difficulties having to do with the educational authorities rather than the

unfortunate parents and the poor surroundings and the humble homes.

Training and supplying better and adequately paid teachers means more

funds andmoremanpower, it was pointed out. A longer school day?Well,

that is a budgetary problem, besides having to do with the availability of

more teachers and better school accommodations. But the ministry was

trying and trying yet again.

Truth to tell, we were not convinced. We thought that a great wrong

was being perpetrated, that the sins of the fathers were being heartlessly

visited upon the children, and that if the ministry put its mind to it, funds

could be found, teachers trained and paid better, and accommodation

provided. Above all, our layman’s instinct kept telling us that in introduc-

ing hakbatzah, the ministry was putting the cart before the horse. Instead

of effecting overall reform of a plainly faulty system, resort was being had

to all sorts of ineffectual, dangerous, and ultimatelyextremely harmful de-

vices. Back home, rather perplexed and somewhat dispirited, we picked

up a battered paperback edition of Alfred North Whitehead’sThe Aims

of Education. ‘‘When one considers in its length and in its breadth,’’ this

remarkable philosopher and educator wrote almost forty years ago, ‘‘the

importance of this question of the education of a nation’s young, the bro-

ken lives, the defeated hopes, the national failures, which result from the

frivolous inertia with which it is treated, it is difficult to restrain within

oneself a savage rage.’’

Reading this gave us some wry solace.

(‘‘The Savage Rage,’’ june 16, 1964)

Three weeks later, responding to a letter I received privately from a
reader, I sent this column in. Though it was duly printed, the editors
made certain changes and ‘‘amendments’’ that they thought would soften
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the tone, though they preserved the title I gave the piece, ‘‘Why Climb
Mountains?’’

On the day the column appeared, July 7, 1964, I called Lurie to protest
what I considered a distortion of my style and presentation. This was
followed by a lengthy letter.

July 7, 1964

Dear Ted,

. . . The dismemberment of the luckless column was such that, be-

lieve it or not, it became far more bitter, pointed and vicious than it

was before the operation was undergone . . .

So that I am now being blamed for saying things which I did not

quite say. I don’t know who made these cuts, and I don’t care either,

but I am sure that the editor was not aware of what he or she was

doing.We have to face it, Ted: all public office is fatiguing and full of

headaches—and editing a daily is public office.Therefore, if a paper

wants to print serious stuff and serious ideas about serious matters of

national importance, then it should see to it that the stuff is tackled

in a workmanlike, unhurried and leisurely manner rather than read

at midnight or thereabouts, after one had written a leader and seen to

a hundred small and nerve-racking little things. I send my columns

early enough in the week for them to be considered at length and

carefully—and for me to be contacted in case there are hitches.

And now I would like to come to the main point of our conver-

sation—namely, my writing on education. Now, I am a fairly rea-

sonable fellow, and I would readily see a point when it is honestly

and straightforwardly made. I would, for instance, immediately stop

writing about education in the Post if I am told (1) that my uncom-

promising tone injures certain people and institutions, and (2) that

the Post is in no position to antagonize same. Your suggestion, on the

other hand, that because I am a complete ignoramus about education

I should stop writing about the subject is untenable on many, many

counts. To begin with, education is not quite chemistry or medicine

or engineering or even economics. Your military reporter is not, as

far as I know, an ex-general or even a graduate of a military college.

But why go far? I gather that in a few months you are going to have

an education department—to be run by your present parliamentary

correspondent. Can you say in fairness that he is a trained expert on

education? He will, of course, undergo some apprenticeship—get to
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places and see things and hear opinions—but then that is what I have

been trying to do. Let us be frank about this, Ted. I suspect that it is

only those who can please the king—i.e., conform to the ministry’s

ideas and methods—who will ever be allegedly knowledgeable about

matters educational, at least in the eyes of the ministry. The rest will

always be ignoramuses—or ignorami. This is how it is about edu-

cation—and not only in Israel, though here it is rather more so than

elsewhere. The subject is such, ignorance of it is so complete, feel-

ings about it run so high, that the same man can be at once and at the

same time a fine expert on education and a complete ignoramus—

depending on which side of the fence we stand on.

As I tried to explain to you over the telephone, however, the sub-

ject of hakbatzah is in one valid sense not at all ‘‘education’’—and

that you can be a total ignoramus about education and have the right

to fight it tooth and nail. Hakbatzah is a social problem which con-

cerns the sociologist more than it does the pedagogue. Mr. Aranne,

I know, has gathered some signatures: 1,900 teachers and princi-

pals were asked if they opposed hakbatzah, and very few of them

turned out to do so. Here, I concede, one should know something

about the workings of the educational system to solve the mystery.

Well, I happen to know this much: As far as teachers are concerned,

it is infinitely easier to teach a so-called homogeneous class than a

mixed one, and if the teacher is—as many of our elementary school

teachers unfortunately are—concerned more with her private affairs

than by education and knows hardly a thing about teaching, then it

takes no unusual knowledge of the subject to guess why Aranne’s

teachers voted for hakbatzah. It takes real pedagogues to teach mixed

groups, and they are mostly improvised teachers! As to the princi-

pals, it may be heartless to say this, but they get more pay if they have

more classes, and hakbatzah is going to mean more classes. Aranne

also boasts that the parents, too, are for hakbatzah. I leave it to you to

decidewhat parents are for hakbatzah; it is plainly those who have

been weeping over the lowering of the standard of their children’s

schooling by being taught together with the ‘‘slow ones’’ and who,

as Aranne himself once said in so many words, threatened transfer-

ring their children to other schools if no solution would be found to

this problem.Well, now that Aranne has found a solution how could

these parents possibly oppose hakbatzah? As for the parents of the

slow ones, I maintain that they are either too inarticulate to express

an opinion or do not care enough.
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No, the question of hakbatzah is not such a pedagogic mystery. It

is not even an educational subject, strictly speaking. It is a social and

communal subject, and no Israeli who cares about the future of this

country and who also knows the dangers inherent in the system will

ever support it. You ask who is against.Well, everybody who has ever

written about it! You say quote me some.Well, you quote me a single

one favouring it! I am aware that the minister is now, or has already,

organized some support for it, precisely to balance the wave of at-

tacks the policy has faced. I am sure he will sell you some, and I think

it is proper to buy. But for heaven’s sake give the other side a chance

to state its point. I shall go even further and say that this is one of the

rare occasions where a paper like the Post ought to adopt a cause and

hammer it day and night. It is a worthy cause, a just and useful one,

and a newspaper can only gain in stature by adopting such causes.

Failing this, at least give both the pros and cons. Your solution—that

Rejwan should no longer write about something of which he knows

absolutely nothing—is no solution at all. For one thing, it is not at all

true: as I told you, I know no more about Egypt or Syria than I do

about one or two aspects of education in Israel . . .

I wrote this letter not knowing what Lurie was going through in the
aftermath of my column. For, as I was told later, early on the same morn-
ing on which the column appeared, Lurie was awakened from his sleep.
The night before, as on almost every working night, he had gone to bed
very late and, in the normal course of events, would have gone on sleep-
ing until about ten that morning. But the call was urgent and the caller a
man of consequence. Zalman Aranne was calling to say he wanted to see
Lurie in his office at the ministry immediately.

Lurie must have known the reason for the call and the summons. For
sometimepreviously,Arannehadbeenhinting—toput it rathermildly—
athisdispleasurewithwhat a certainNissimRejwanwaswriting abouthis
education policies, especially insofar as these affected the chances of chil-
dren ofOriental newcomers. Apart from subjects that could be described
as purely pedagogical, such as the level of English taught and the new
teaching methods in mathematics, my criticism of Aranne’s policies had
concentrated on two main devices introduced during his long service as
minister of education—namely, school streaming (hakbatzah) and what
was meant to constitute reverse discrimination in favor of Oriental chil-
dren taking the seker examinations at the conclusion of their elementary
schooling.The device consisted of a discount in marks, so that all Orien-
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tal children were allowed to pass the exams and move on to high school
even if theyattained lowermarks than the regulationsdemanded,whereas
their Ashkenazi peers had to get the marks specified by the system.

But besides those columns on education that aroused the ire ofAranne
and his senior staff, the Jerusalem Post had another set of troubles with
the party of whose old guard Aranne was a prominent member. Follow-
ing Ben-Gurion’s ‘‘resignation’’ from the premiership in the autumn of
1963, he and a group of his followers—mainlyMosheDayan and Shimon
Peres—formedanewpoliticalparty,whichcontested theelections sched-
uled for late 1965. That party, Rafi, was a fierce critic of the government
that Levi Eshkol succeeded Ben-Gurion in heading, and the all-powerful
Mapai used to be highly sensitive about which of its members and camp
followers were in open or secret sympathy with the new party. BothTed
Lurie andhis second in command,LeaBen-Dor,were suspects, although
aside from the latter’s lifelong admiration for Dayan, and Lurie’s old as-
sociation with Peres, the paper treaded very carefully so as not to anger
the real bosses.

As far as I was concerned, from what I gathered about Rafi’s foreign
and security policies I rather preferred the Eshkol crowd. I remember a
fierce attack that Rafi’s weekly, Mabat Hadash (New Outlook), carried in
one of its early issues against Eshkol’s repeated calls for peace with the
Arab states.Thewriter,whomIcouldn’t identifyandwhoI thoughtwrote
under a pseudonym, took Eshkol to task for seeking to make peace with
theArabswhen—amongother ‘‘outstanding’’ issues—Jerusalemwasstill
divided! Although I did not putmuch store by Eshkol’s calls, I found this
piece of reasoning against Arab-Israeli peace outrageous.

But even before this ‘‘discovery,’’ I was completely out of sympathy for
the men who made up Rafi’s leadership. Early in the proceedings, when
they were busy forming their new party, Teddy Kollek called me on the
phone and suggested to me that I join the group. Kollek, who had been
director-general of the primeminister’s office at the time I was offered the
editorship of AlYawm,must have known that I did not belong toMapai or
to anyother political party.Hemust also have readmycolumns in thePost
and known what I thought on a number of issues. He was, however, no
doubt under the impression that any critic of the establishment would be
willing to be a foundingmemberof the new party. I thought hewas a little
shocked, not to say disappointed, by my declining the offer on the spot.

Aranne knew better than to identify me as a secret Rafi man work-
ing for Mapai’s downfall. Instead, he bluntly accused Lurie of using me
and my strong views about his educational policies as a means of under-
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mining the Eshkol government and indirectly aiding and abetting Rafi.
The occasion for Lurie’s summons that morning was my column titled
‘‘WhyClimbMountains?’’ whichwas occasioned—as I said in the open-
ing paragraph—by a letter I had received from a reader in Bat Yam and
that gaveme the shock ofmy life.The reader, who had a distinctly central
European name but who asked to remain anonymous, opened his letter
with a kind word or two about my articles in thePost, adding, however—
withnopriorwarningof anykind—that after reading ‘‘TheSavageRage,’’
my latest column on education in Israel: ‘‘I am all for your becomingMin-
ister of Education.’’

In those days I used towrite in the lordly ‘‘we,’’ a habit that I think I had
picked from theNewYorker. In the column that so angeredAranne, Iwent
on to quote from my Bat Yam fan: ‘‘And, infinitely embarrassing though
it is for us to mention this, he did not seem to be joking: ‘Everybody,’ he
went on, ‘is busy plastering over the educational structure because they
can’t seem to realize that it is a faulty foundation that is to blame. Let us
hope that part of this structure does not cave in some day and hurt us.
Please keep it up . . .’ This made extremely depressing reading and, in-
steadof ‘keeping it up,’wedecided then and there not to touch the subject
of education any more. It was no use. It would seem that if you read the
papers, and have a sense of responsibility and some remnants of public
spirit, then the only way for you not to write about education is either to
be dead or give up in utter despair . . .’’

And so on. The subject of the article, however, was English and the
matriculation (bagrut) exams in English. Aranne’s fury—for that is what
it was—centered on this last sentence, and he accused Lurie and thePost
of being secret followers of Rafi and of using my preoccupation with the
subject of education simply as another way to fightMapai and the Eshkol
government. I will presently relate how the interview between Aranne
and Lurie affected my relations with the Jerusalem Post and ultimately
led me to stop writing for them altogether. Here I want to tell the story
of howMapai and the Labour establishment in those days had an almost
uncontested power over the Post.

Relations between the Post and its editors on the one hand, and be-
tweenMapai and the Labour establishment on the other, remained tense
and rather unhappy throughout 1964 and 1965, although Lurie and Ben-
Dor tried their best to appease the powers that be and went out of their
way to appear neutral in what seemed to be a naked and sometimes even
an equal struggle for power. Mapai’s secretary-general at that time was
Reuben Barkat, who had been ousted from the directorship of the His-
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tadrut’s Political and Arab departments in the early 1960s, when Pinchas
Lavon suspected him of undermining his position and siding with Ben-
Gurion in the notorious Lavon Affair. Generally speaking, the leadership
of Mapai in those days consisted of men who were wise in the ways of
politics and political infighting, and there was, of course, no question of
taking a drastic step against any of the men suspected of supporting Rafi
or being guilty of other kinds of misdemeanors, before the 1965 parlia-
mentary elections were held and the results known. After all, it was Rafi’s
first election campaign, and no one was sure, especially because nobody
seemed to know exactly how many votes—and whose—the Grand Old
Man (Ben-Gurion) would muster.

As it turned out, the elections proved something of a disappointment
for Rafi, and the glorious political machine in Mapai’s headquarters in
Hayarkon Street emerged victorious—proving again the thesis that he
who holds the reins of power and the sources of funds tends to prevail.
As soon as the results were made known and a new coalition government
was formed, leaving Rafi lamely in the opposition, the time was deemed
to have arrived to settle a few outstanding accounts.

In September 1964, I arranged to see Luriewhen wewere staying with
my wife’s family in Jerusalem for the weekend. It was a Friday evening,
and Lurie chose to see me at his office when nobody except the sentry
was there. Hewanted to have my opinion or advice on a personal matter:
he was being pressed to resign and did not know quite how to respond.
At that time I was more or less in the same boat and could offer no useful
counsel, though in the course of our long chat, Lurie said to me in all
seriousness, ‘‘Be Mapai and you will be offered to replace me as editor.’’
He made it clear, however, that, after consulting with a few friends and
thinking the matter over at length, he had decided to stick it out and wait
for the storm to pass.He quotedwith approval the gist of the advice given
him by his friends—something to the effect that it would be better towait
and see—‘‘and who knows what may happen next?’’

He did, and so did Lea Ben-Dor, and eighteen months or so after-
ward something did happen, something so big and crucial that evenRafi,
together with the hated Herut and the Liberals (then aligned in Gahal),
was invited to join a ‘‘national unity government,’’ the better to face what
was presented as the mortal danger of an Egyptian attack.

Following the resounding victory that Israel achieved in the six days
of war in June 1967, there prevailed an air of complete national reconcilia-
tion. Everybody suddenly fell in love with everybody else. Levi Eshkol,
although said to be bitter at the thought that since he was no longer min-
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ister of defense, credit for the six-day victory had been snatched from
him byMosheDayan, amanwhomEshkol had said some quite unflatter-
ing things about only a few short months previously, gave a festive public
address in which he announced that there were no more rifts in the na-
tion. If I remember well, Eshkol said something to the effect that all those
problems—such as the struggle between Right and Left, rich and poor,
Ashkenazim and Sephardim—were now dead and gone, and the nation
again united as one man.

The column that had so enraged Aranne was, of
course, not the first that I was to devote to the edu-

cation systemand its failures.Norwas thePostusually tooeager topublish
these laments onwhat I perceived as the disastrous results the systemwas
bound to have on the future of the younger generation of Oriental immi-
grants. What might have been the first such outburst, which was never
published, I titled ‘‘Sympathetic Attitudes.’’ It wasmeant to appear in the
Post on April 4, 1961, and I give it here in full.

Being possessed of a great passion for the exact quotation and having

little use for précis and paraphrase, we have always experienced a cer-

tain amount of frustration when reading newspaper accounts of Knesset

debates. Naturally, the frustration becomes acuter when the subject is of

special interest to us, and recently, when the Knesset finally got down to

debatingMinisterof EducationZalmanAranne’s report on theworkof his

ministry, one felt sorryonewas not there to hear foroneself.The following

day, however, under the heading ‘‘Arannewarns against educational con-

servatism,’’ we read in this paper a brief account of the reply the minister

gave at the conclusion of the Knesset debate on his ministry’s budget.

Our curiosity only deepened, however. ‘‘Hewas especially sharp,’’ the

good reporter wrote, ‘‘in replying to the attacks of Mrs. Ruth Hektin

(AhdutHaavoda) andMrs. EmmaTalmi (Mapam).Hedeclared that they

were both ‘prisoners of their own cliches’ in their criticism of the minis-

try’s experiment with homogeneous classes set up inHebrew, mathemat-

ics and English in the top three grades of elementary school.’’ Especially

sharp—and to two ladies! What could the minister have possibly said?

Reading an account in Maariv a few hours later only deepened the mys-

tery. ‘‘Mr.Aranne,’’ we read, ‘‘rejected this argumentation [of Mrs.Hektin

andMrs.Talmi] in extremely harsh terms—somuch so that he often had

to stop short in the middle so as not to lapse, as he himself put it, into

unparliamentary expressions and adjectives.’’



the debate intensifies 211

Well, there was nothing to do about it but to obtain the appropriate

Knesset minutes, we decided. But while we were awaiting the minutes,

Mr. Aranne came to our rescuewith a letter toMaariv, signed by himself.

The letterpurported tobeacorrection.Afterciting thepaper’s correspon-

dent’s description quoted above, the minister provided the exact words

uttered by him as recorded in the Knesset minutes. These were: ‘‘Out of

Ahavat Yisrael [love of Israel], and perhaps out of a sympathetic attitude

to theDaughters of Israel, I don’t want to state how Iwould define this ar-

gumentation (that is to say, of KnessetMembersR.Hektin andE.Talmi).’’

Now, one really does not pretend to know what, precisely, is ‘‘parlia-

mentary language’’—and in what way, exactly, it differs from ordinary

human parlance. But to us it seems obvious that instead of correcting the

impression the report inMaarivwas liable tomake,Mr. Aranne hasman-

aged merely to harden it. Whether this was his intention, one of course

cannot tell. But just consider:what terrible thingswould theminister have

said indescribing ‘‘this argumentation’’ hadhenotbeenguidedby Ahavat

Yisrael and sheer sympathy for theDaughters of Israel, whom apparently

he did not want to insult just because they belong to the same sex as the

two lady members of the House?

Really, one can hardly believe one’s eyes. A friend of ours, one of the

good Daughters of Israel to whom Mr. Aranne has displayed so much

charity, suggested that Jewish women all over the world start writing let-

ters to theministerof education, thankinghim for sparing their reputation

in this gentlemanly manner, and for his sympathetic and considerate atti-

tude to their kind.Well theymight! Forourself, wewould just like to know

what Mr. Aranne’s reaction would be if someone were to say, in or out of

the Knesset, something like the following: ‘‘Out of Ahavat Yisrael, or per-

haps out of a sympathetic attitude to the males of Israel, I don’t want to

state how I would define the manner in which Mr. Aranne has replied to

his two lady critics.’’

But God forbid that anyone should be so charitable to the males of

Israel!

1965, the watershed

It never rains but it pours. In addition to all the problems that my ouster
from the editorship of Al Yawm created for me and for the household,
another fight was brewing, this time with the Jerusalem Post. For with
the onset of 1965, there was no mistaking where my old passion for defi-
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nitions was leading me. A series of five articles published in the spring
of that year in the Jewish Observer, under the general title ‘‘Israel in the
Middle East,’’ could be said to constitute a first serious attempt to grapple
with some of the basic ideological problems surrounding all three of my
public preoccupations—the ethnic problem, the status of the Arabs in
Israel, and the Arab-Israeli conflict.

The first article, dealing with how Zionists regarded—and defined—
Arabs and Arabism, had the title ‘‘The Doctrine That Failed.’’ In it I
tried to show that theZionists themselveswere among themost consistent
advocates of Arab nationalism and Pan-Arabism, and cited Ben-Gurion
and some of his pronouncements on the subject.

In the second Iwrote briefly aboutMuslim-Jewish relations in the past
and tried to show how anti-Semitism had neither historical nor cultural
roots in Arabic Islam.

The thirdpart ofmydissertationwasdevoted to adiscussionof Israel’s
place in the Middle East. In it I argued against those Israeli leaders who
proclaimedalmostdaily that Israelwasculturallyapartof Europe, though
situated in the Middle East.

The fourth installment had the title ‘‘Forward fromPan-Arabism,’’ and
its thesis was that there was already a tendency in the Arab world away
from theunrealistic tenets of politicalArabnationalismandPan-Arabism.

And in the fifth and concluding article, ‘‘Israel: A Bold Look Ahead,’’
I tried indirectly to show that Israel ought to be much less guided by
Pan-Jewish concepts and should accept that, geographically and cultur-
ally, it is a Middle Eastern country. The article also contained a passage
contesting the thesis that Israel’s integration into theMiddle East spelled
‘‘assimilation,’’ as this termwas understoodby Jews in theChristianWest.

I wrote the Jewish Observer series shortly after returning from a three-
month stay in London: I had replaced Jon Kimche as editor of theweekly
fora fewweekswhilehewasona leaveofabsence. I sent it toKimchesome-
time in January 1965, and in that same month there began what seemed
to be a final break between me and the establishment. Trouble had been
brewing for some time. The timing and form of the rupture had to do
with the newly appointed advisor to the primeminister on Arab affairs—
aman with a long record of work for the Israeli security authorities (a eu-
phemism for the secret services known in Israel as the ShinBet). Using all
the wiles and devious ways of his profession, Shmuel Toledano tried—
and managed without much difficulty—to accomplish what his prede-
cessor, RehavamAmir, had apparently refused to do. I recordedmy first
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encounterwithhim in apiece I intended topublish—butdidn’t—shortly
after leaving my job as editor of Al Yawm.

‘‘It’s altogether foolish to speak of Israeli Arabs,’’ said the high-ranking

official with a tone of finality. ‘‘They belong to another nationality.’’

‘‘Another nationality than which?’’ My reaction came almost involun-

tarily, and except for what seemed to be a genuine look of shock in his

ever wide-open eyes, the official did not respond. I then realized how ill

advised my question was. A question like that, coming from a man hold-

ing the sort of position I held, could have been interpreted in either one

of two ways—as being incredibly stupid or needlessly provocative.

Yet thequestionwas legitimate.Likemostof Israel’s fundamentalprob-

lems, that of the Arabs’ precise status as citizens of the state has never

been faced squarely by the government, the Zionist parties, or the Arabs

themselves.There has been, to be sure,much talk about ‘‘equality,’’ ‘‘inte-

gration,’’ ‘‘loyalty to the state,’’ ‘‘preservation of the [Arabs’] national cul-

ture,’’ and so on. But what seems to me the cardinal problem—the place

an ‘‘Arab’’ in a ‘‘Jewish’’ state—has never got the treatment it deserves.

Thus, though it was obvious from the beginning that I could not see

eye to eye with the high-ranking official on the intricate issue of nation-

ality, I still sought an opportunity to discuss the subject with amanwhose

approach was radical enough to declare ‘‘Israeli Arab’’ a contradiction in

terms. It never crossed my mind that the issue was one of those that were

simply not to be discussed—that, in other words, the statement that an

IsraeliArab ‘‘belongs to another nationality’’ was something in the nature

of an unquestionable truism.

At the timeofmymeetingwithToledano, inDecember 1965, Iwas only

beginning to grasp the depth of the dilemma posed by any serious treat-

mentof theproblemof theArabsof Israel.But that realizationdidn’t come

all at once. For a considerable time the Eastern European Zionist estab-

lishment’s attitude to the Arabs had been striking me as part and parcel

of its attitude to everything non-Western. At about that time I remember

telling aminor establishment figure, ‘‘Manyof our troubles will endwhen

this state decides to treat as full human beings first its Oriental citizens,

then its Arab inhabitants, and finally its Arab neighbours—in that order.’’

The last quarter of 1965 was a time of hope in Israel.The general elec-
tions had just been held: the ‘‘moderate’’ Mapai–AhdutHaavodah align-
ment led, andBen-Gurion andDayan’s group, Rafi, received far less sup-
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port that it had expected and thus had to remain out in the cold. Levi
Eshkol, a man of a moderate, congenial temperament, was to continue at
the premiership, his authority now much reinforced by an overwhelm-
ing and clear-cut mandate against his bitterest opponents, Ben Gurion
and his group. Living up to his public image, Eshkol gave an interview
to the Histadrut daily, Davar, on the morrow of his party’s victory, and
in it he declared that ‘‘a new era’’ was at hand in the government’s policy
toward Israel’sArab inhabitants: fromnowon theArabswouldbegranted
complete equality.

Coming from aman of Eshkol’s reputation, and coinciding with a po-
litical constellation thatwasassumed togive theprimeministera freehand
in the treatment of more basic issues, the interview struck me as some-
thing more than the usual run of double-talk and rhetoric to which we
hadbeenaccustomed.Something, I thought,was at long last ‘‘moving’’—
something worthy of serious attention and, perhaps, cultivation. It was
then that I decided to submit my questions to the primeminister—ques-
tions that eventually led to that fatefulmeetingwithToledano,when I, for
the first time inmy fifteen years in Israel, got a clear and honest definition
of the place of a non-Jew there.

Eshkol’s Davar interview was published early in November. On the
29th of that month, the primeminister was to be the guest of a committee
of daily-newspaper editors at a luncheon given in the PM’s honor every
year on the anniversary of the adoption by the United Nations General
Assembly of the Palestine partition plan on November 29, 1947. Editors’
written questions were to be submitted two or three weeks ahead.These
were my three:

1. A former high government official [the reference was to Shimon
Peres, former deputy minister of defense and one of Ben-Gurion’s
most trusted assistants and disciples] has just revealed that General de
Gaulle had at various occasions during Ben-Gurion’s rule offered to
mediate between Israel and her Arab neighbors, and that Ben-Gurion
had declined the offer in each case.Would the government go on de-
clining such offers should a third party make them?
2. In your interview in Davar you spoke about a new era for the
Arabs of Israel and said they would from nowon be granted complete
equality.What measures are being taken, or contemplated, to see to it
that such full equality is attained?
3. Will Arab citizens be allowed to purchase homes in Carmiel, the
new development town currently being built?
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Eshkol ignored the questions—all three of them. No doubt one of his
aides never submitted them to him or considered them irrelevant—or
too embarrassing.What is certain is that they were referred to Toledano
to see what sort of weird animal was editing an Arabic daily for which
he, Toledano, was nominally responsible. This was made clear to me at
our meeting, when Toledano asked what on earth was I talking about.
‘‘Carmiel is being built with Jewish money on Keren Kayemet ( Jewish
National Fund) land. How could we permit Arabs to build or purchase
homes there?’’ It was at this same point that Toledano was to stress the
logical contradiction in the expression ‘‘Israeli Arab.’’

eric rouleau and david lazar

Eric Rouleau, then Le Monde’s Arab affairs editor, came to Israel for a

fairly extended visit sometime in October or November 1965. Hewas ac-

companied by his wife, Rosy, and he called one day asking to have a talk

withme. Rachel and I decided to invite the couple fordinner—and being

our naive selves, we also decided to invite Shmuel Toledano and his wife.

It was a Saturday night, and most of the time was spent in a conversation

conducted largely between Rouleau and Toledano, the latter trying his

best to sound ‘‘liberal’’ and ‘‘different,’’ as usual, in his approach to the

intricate business of dealing with Israel’s Arab citizens.

As faras ‘‘work’’was concerned,Rouleau thushadnochanceof having

the chat hewanted with me. Moreover, although I met him again—prob-

ably at Rashid Hussein’s place in Ramat Gan—we again had no chance

of talking. Hewas interested in an in-depth chat on the ethnic problem in

Israel rather than in what I thought about the position of Israel’s Arabs.

And so, finally, by way of compensating him for the interview he never

got, I gave him an offprint of my 1964 article inMidstream, ‘‘Israel’s Com-

munal Controversy,’’ telling him it contained practically all I had to say on

the subject.

More than three months later, Rouleau sent me cuttings of a series of

articles he had written for Le Monde; one attributed to me a remark to

the effect that when the Eastern European Zionist establishment spoke

of ‘‘educating’’ the Orientals, what it really meant was to ‘‘Westernize’’

them. Although he did not refer to my Midstream article, Rouleau had

the decency to imply that he was quoting from something I hadwritten.

Rouleau’s articles were received with the usual outcry in Israel—pro-

Arab, anti-Israeli, a nonentity of Egyptian origin, but above all, ‘‘a self-
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hating Jew.’’ Somehow my name got embroiled in the ludicrous fracas.

David Lazar, literary editor of Maariv, belonged to that generation of

Polish Jewish scribblers, liberally dubbed ‘‘publicists,’’ who, with little of

substance to say but with a great deal of space to fill, had their way with

words. Lazar attacked Rouleau viciously and made what he must have

considered ‘‘hay’’ of others whose pronouncements he cited. When my

turn came, however, he was far more ‘‘friendly’’ and circumspect, but by

no means less vicious. After telling an old tale about a rabbi and his assis-

tants, he added that Rouleau, too, had assistants ‘‘whom he names and—

to our great sorrow—the majority of whom are Orientals.’’

So far, so good. But then this:

By the way, we are quite surprised at our friend Mr. Nissim Rejwan,

editor of the Arabic-language daily Al Yawm—an educated Jewish im-

migrant from Iraq and a talented journalist—for themodest ‘‘stratum’’

he contributed to the libel-ridden construction built by Rouleau by

saying that, when Israelis speak about providing education to the Ori-

ental communities, what they actually have in mind is to turn these

people intoWesterners.What does Mr. Rejwan actually mean?When

teachingYemenite orMoroccan children the poems of Bialik orTcher-

nichovsky, or reading together with them the stories of Peretz and Ag-

non, would that be considered ‘‘Western’’ education and thus a dan-

ger to these children? And what does our friend Rejwan suggest they

should be taught? The epic poems of Imru el-Qais [Imru al-Qays] or

the Koran? Would that be the right education?

Lazar then came upwith this typical piece of prose: ‘‘Okay, from now
on we give up Shakespeare and Beethoven, Oestrach [David Oistrakh]
and Yehudi Menuhin.We broadcast only the songs of the great Egyptian
singer Um Kulthum and belly-dancing music.’’

Lazar’s diatribe was instantly put to use by those of the establishment
who already had made up their minds to get rid of me, and I knew that
I had to do something to defend myself. But I was reluctant to engage in
such a vulgar-toned discussion, and in the end scrapped the letter that I
hadwritten to theeditorofMaariv,especially since thepaperprinted two
other letters criticizing Lazar. In my letter I placed thewhole controversy
in context and explained to what specific pronouncements my remark
had referred. I also cited statements by Yizhar Harari and then–finance
minister Pinhas Sapir: they had clearly implied that what was lacking in
Orientals was not ‘‘education’’ but some other unspecified qualities nec-
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essary for taking one’s rightful place in a country said tobepart andparcel
of Europe andWestern civilization.

A fewdays after Lazar’s articlewas published, I was asked to seeTole-
dano for a chat. I interrupted a short holiday and met him at a Tel Aviv
cafe, and after a good deal of beating about the bush, he said something
to the effect that the Histadrut had announced that it would cease subsi-
dizing Al Yawm if the editor was not replaced—and that if I were to insist
on remaining in the job, the paper would then have to be closed!

When, sometime in the late seventies, thingscame
toahead in the leadershipof the so-calledCoun-

cil of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem, David Siton, the executive
director, wrote a letter to the editor ofHa�aretz. In that letter Siton sought
to explain the background of the rift between him and Elie Eliachar, who
had just been eased out of his decades-old presidencyof the council.The
central point in the letter was that the constitution of the council spoke
about promoting the cause of the Sephardi-Orientals in Israel, but made
no mention whatever of the Palestinians or the Arabs or peace between
Israel and the Arab world. This being so, Siton added, Eliachar was not
acting properly in choosing to head the newly established Committee
for Peace with the Palestinians—a left-wing organization whose leading
lightswere the likes ofUri Avneri, LovaEliav, andMatityahuPeled. Siton
stopped short of accusing the organization of anti-Zionism, a charge that
had come from some other quarters and that had led these four lumi-
naries to go to court to protest that they were indeed good Zionists—a
protestation that the court duly accepted, exonerating the four from the
terrible libel.

Siton’s letter to Ha�aretz was remarkably revealing—and it reminded
me of those bleak days following my ouster from the editorship of Al
Yawm, when I briefly worked for the council part-time. My very first en-
counterwith thecouncil andwith theconceptof ‘‘Sephardim’’ camesome
time in 1951, when one Saturdaymorning I decided to go to a small meet-
ing in the old Beit Haam on Jaffa Street in Jerusalem to listen to a talk by
Eliachar. It was electioneering time, shortly after themass immigration of
Jews from Iraq and otherMiddle Eastern countries had reached its peak.
I listened carefully to what Eliachar had to say, and left the meeting mur-
muring to myself that I would never, never allow my budding interest in
the country’s ethnic-cultural problems to leadme to indulge in the kindof
special pleading and narrow ‘‘communalism’’ that Eliachar had evinced.

What had started to worry me then was not whether a number of Se-
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phardi functionaries obtained seats in the Knesset, but the intensive pro-
cess of acculturation going on in the country’s huge mabarot and im-
migrant reception camps. In a gesture of lame protest against this state
of affairs, my vote in those elections went not to the Sephardi list but
to Agudat Yisrael because of its stubborn—and, I believe, largely suc-
cessful—opposition to the conscription of immigrant girls from Yemen
for army service. I felt at that time—and I believe that I would feel so
again in the unlikelyevent of the same circumstances obtaining—that this
was an issue of far deeper significance than having two, three, or four
Knessetmemberswhoseplatformcalledmerely for ‘‘equal treatment’’ and
‘‘an equal share’’ of the national pie. What most interested me was how
human beings were being manipulated—and how, accordingly, the pro-
cess of immigrant ‘‘absorption’’ ought to be conducted. Agudat Yisrael’s
argument concerning the conscription of girl immigrants—namely, that
youngwomenwho had led fairly protected lives within religious or tradi-
tional families should not just be recruited into a service and a way of life
that amounted to a veritable upheaval—was fully convincing.Having fol-
lowed the platforms of the various parties and groups, I failed to find any-
thing as worthyof support as that particular part of the Aguda’s program.



Chapter 13 Stepping on ‘‘very
delicate ground’’

al yawm and after

Sometime in themid-1960s, during the controversy I
helped initiate in the pages of the Jewish Observer,

and inwhich Elie Eliachar, the president of the Sephardi Council of Jeru-
salem, took part, Eliachar called me one day in my office to say that he
wanted to have a word with me. At the meeting, he said he planned to
publish a periodical dealingmainlywith the communal problem in Israel,
and he offered me the editorship.

A fewmonths after, ameetingwas arrangedwithDavid Siton, director
of the council and editor of its Hebrew monthly, Ba-Marakhah. Siton
repeated Eliachar’s offer, but refrained from entering into details; I said I
would think about it. And there the matter rested.

Curiously, though rather typically, as soon as I had finished with Al
Yawm, the attitude of theSephardiCouncil andSiton towardme changed
—and sodid their proposal.Vagueness verging on confusion surrounded
what had seemed to me to be a very earnest project. Eliachar, on his re-
turn, tended to concentrate on the council’s English-language publica-
tion, Israel’s Oriental Problem, and Sitonmade no signwhateverof want-
ing or intending ever to relinquish his editorship of Ba-Marakhah. I, on
my part, continued to be the easygoing, easily cajoled person I believe I
always was and have been.

They offered a revised proposal, I accepted, and at a meeting with
Eliachar and Siton in the former’s Jerusalem flat on Ramban Street, the
shabby deal was closed: I would do the monthly bulletin in English—
single-handed, of course, except for the actual printing—and contribute
oneor two articles toBa-Marakhah eachmonth.Mypay: a flat 700 Israeli
pounds amonth, no social benefitswhatsoever, nomedical insurancepar-
ticipation,noholidays, nothing. I shouldadd that this sumwas something
like half ofmy netmonthly salary at Al Yawm, not including expenses and
such extra payments, which in Israel constitute such an important part of
an employee’s income.
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Throughout these months of turmoil, Rachel, with three small chil-
dren to rear, had not taken a stand in the matter, and did not oppose my
decision to let myself be eased out of the prestigious and well-paid job of
editor of a daily newspaper. Nor did she urge me to accept or seek a new
job with the government or the Histadrut, a possibility vaguely hinted at
by the powers that be and their emissaries.

Reactionswithin theArab sectorwerewary and generally noncommit-
tal. Arab friends, who had a good idea as to what it was all about, com-
miserated, some no doubt secretly glad to see the hated establishment
exposed, others taking care not to interfere in what they perceived as one
of those ‘‘Jewishwars,’’ still others failing to seewhat the fusswas about—
after all, they figured, the whole business was no more than a sham, an
Arabic-language daily allegedly addressed to an Arab readership being
edited and run almost exclusively by Jews.

For public consumption—again in the Arab sector—Histadrut and
government functionaries spread the word that I was to be moved to an-
other prestigious position—namely, cultural attaché at the Israeli em-
bassy in London.

Friends of ours at the U.S. embassy, for reasons best known to them,
broached the subject with foreign-ministry officials, whose explanation
was unequivocal—and very probably sincerely held—namely, that it was
I who had chosen to quit the job at Al-Yawm. I say sincerely held be-
cause I myself have my doubts. After all, it was unheard of—impossible
to believe—that in Israel a man in my position would agree to his ouster
without the least hint of a fight.

I often wonder about the reason for this. Is it something to do with
self-confidence and self-esteem and the lack of them? Rachel, my wife,
seems to think so. One of the things she often says, sometimes apropos
of nothing in particular, is that I always fail to value my real worth and
therefore very often ‘‘sell short.’’ This trait, she claims, is to blame for
the aversion I usually have for real-life confrontations, as against ‘‘mere
talk’’—mere talkmeant to include all those articles and reviews andbooks
I write defending this or criticizing and assaulting that.

And Rachel is so often right and insightful that I often find myself in
agreement with what she says, and I start counting the losses, especially
those in a number of fateful cases in which this lack of self-confidence,
along with my allegedly low self-esteem, now seems to me to have been
at the root of the setbacks I had in my many confrontations with the sys-
tem and with certain individuals. I am also reminded of what some psy-
chologists have found—namely, that self-confidence is a distinct advan-
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tage in all human endeavors. According to these findings, self-confidence
not only helps talented people fulfill and market their talents, but also
helps people without talent, or without much talent, succeed beyond
any reasonable expectation.These psychologists even claim that low self-
confidence or self-esteem dooms many people, the talented and the un-
talented alike, to be less successful than they could be. In a strange sort
of way, these findings tally nicely with the theory of the self-fulfilling
prophecy, also known as the vicious circle.

lurie tightens the hold

As if this were not enough, another fight was brewing—with the Jeru-
salem Post this time. But first some background. Early in 1964, with the
ethnic problem steadily deepening, I wrote Ted Lurie a letter announc-
ing what I called the timely death of Amnon Bartur, the pen name under
whose bylinemyweekly feature, ‘‘TheMiddleEast Scene,’’ had appeared
for a number of years. I went on to explain how I reached my decision.
‘‘You may recall,’’ I wrote, ‘‘that when we decided on ‘Bartur,’ it was be-
cause I was devoting the Marginal also to Arab affairs, and we thought
two Arab columns by onewriter would not look good. Nowwith my new
Israeli preoccupations, this disadvantage disappears.’’

Lurie’s response tookme a little by surprise. ‘‘Youmay,’’ hewrote, ‘‘be
right in the arguments you advance for the demise of Bartur, or you may
not; I haven’t got time to go into it nowbecause I amwriting in great haste
to say that we can’t be faced with a fait accompli in this way, and so Bar-
tur will still appear this week. As soon as you have time, I am prepared to
discuss its future with you.’’

I continued to insist, and the decision was not all that unreasonable,
so Lurie had no choice: the feature acquired a new heading, ‘‘In the
ArabWorld.’’

Meanwhile, other difficulties cropped up, inevitably, it seems, and in-
exorably. Ten short months after making the decision to drop ‘‘Bartur,’’
and after an absence of close to three months in London, I wrote Lurie
this letter, dated December 24, 1964:

I have been thinking about the subject we discussed yesterday

in Jerusalem. I have come to the conclusion that send-me-one-

Marginal-Column-and-we-shall-see is just not good enough. My

feeling is that if you are not keen on the thing yourselves, I better
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drop the whole thing. After all, both of us have been living, prob-

ably slightly more peacefully, during the past three months without

each other!

But even if you are what I call keen, three difficulties still present

themselves. The first is a question of principle. I do not agree that

a column ought in every case and in every detail to agree with the

policy of the paper in which it appears. A columnist is not an editorial

writer.

The second involves technique and presentation. You say that

everything connected with education should go to the education

page. Here too I disagree. A column is no less of an institution than a

page, and a columnist should be left to choose the subject for his own

column. Otherwise, economics should go to the economics page, arts

to the arts page, and so on.Which would be absurd . . .

Please think about the subject and let me know. But to avoid too

much discussion, I must add that it is a matter of take it or leave it, as

far as I am concerned.

Lurie’s reply was prompt. He wrote in a letter dated December 28:

We accept your view that a column does not have to agree in each

case and in every detail with the policy of the paper and that the

columnist is not an editorial writer.

We do, however, differ from newspapers abroad that subscribe

to columnists as syndicated material and have no voice in directing

or planning what the columnists deal with or how (their only choice

being whether to print the column as supplied or not, and usually

they subscribe to two or three times as many as they can possibly

print). In our case, we must have the right to reserve some points

of policy . . . There may be many things wrong with education, and

any one is free to comment on them, but not to suggest a specific

prejudice and basic ill will.

Three weeks later, I sent in a weekly Marginal Column titled ‘‘Facing
Ourselves,’’ in which I referred to certain pronouncements made by the
prime minister. It was intended for the issue dated January 12, 1965.

Im ha-panim la-golah was the slogan under which the Twenty-Sixth

World Zionist Congress was held. Besides the disadvantages from which

all slogans usually suffer, this particular one had the added fault of being



stepping on ‘‘very delicate ground’’ 223

virtuallyuntranslatable. ‘‘Facing theDiaspora?’’ Perhaps.Butwhatdoes it

signify, precisely? Imust confess that, hating slogans of all kinds anyway, I

never gave the matter a second thought until I listened toMr. Levi Eshkol

addressing the World Conference of Jewish Journalists at the Holyland

Hotel in Jerusalem lastWednesday. In the course of a lengthy impassioned

appeal to Jewish journalists ‘‘to bring Israel toDiaspora Jewries,’’ and ulti-

mately to persuade them to come to Israel, the prime minister warned

that otherwise in four years’ time we may, heaven forbid, ‘‘find ourselves

face-to-face with ourselves.’’

It was obvious fromMr. Eshkol’s tone of voice that he considered this

eventuality too terrible tocontemplate, a calamity tobeavoidedat all costs.

Come to think of it, however, one cannot help wondering. Im ha-panim

la-golah, it suddenly dawns on one, was not a mere slogan. It was an in-

grained attitude, a way of life, and, worse still, a way of managing—or of

avoiding managing—the affairs of this country. At the root of it rests the

fantastic assumption that Israel is not, and cannot be, a normal country;

that the Israelis are not, and never can be, a normal people in their own

right, but rather a nucleus of a people the process of whose formation is

practically endless; that instead of concentrating our efforts and our mea-

gre resources on solving our own problems, we should squander them on

a project the feasibility of which becomes daily more elusive.

This attitude is dangerous on more than one count. Among other

things, it indicates a lack of confidence in ourselves, alternatingwith occa-

sional doses of over-confidence. During a recent visit in England, I at-

tended the annual conference of the Jewish National Fund. One of the

speakers was Mr. Yaacov Tsur, the JNF’s chairman, who tried to show

that Zionism was ‘‘a revolt against History,’’ and boasted that it was ‘‘a re-

volt against Geography’’ as well. One sees the point—but the point can

be stretched a little bit too far.There are facts which even Zionism cannot

revolt against with advantage for very long. One of these is that the over-

whelming majority of Diaspora Jews, both Zionists and non-Zionists, do

not feel like packing up and coming to Israel, Mr. Eshkol’s impassioned

appeals notwithstanding.

Now, Zionism may be a revolt against History, Geography, and even

Chemistry. But we cannot afford to ignore facts for long. After all, Israel

is rather more than half-populated by people to whom Zionism—at least

in this sense—is totally foreign. It may sound paradoxical, but the fact is

that since 1948 at least, while the true Zionist’s home has been in theDias-

pora, the Jewish communities that came to Israel contained no organized

Zionistmovements. For all one knows, thismaycall for a newdefinition of
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‘‘Zionist’’ and ‘‘Zionism’’—but, then, what’s in a name? If Zionism does

not mean immigration, it must mean something quite different. It should

have become clear by now, however, that the Zionism of the organizations

represented at the recent World Zionist Congress does not mean immi-

gration. It is useless, unseemly, and undignified to go on pretending that

this is not the case.

Above all, andworst of all, it tends to give us the illusion that we can in-

definitely avoid ‘‘finding ourselves face-to-facewith ourselves.’’ For this is

precisely what we ought to do and need to do—and the sooner the better.

We ought to sit up and take stock; how to produce the technicians and

professionals we need from amongst the humanmaterial we already have,

and not hope to get them ready-made from other Jewries; how to stop the

fearful process of Levantinisation which we have ourselves started by in-

sisting on destroying the age-old cultures of our new immigrants; how to

deal with the growing political and moral pressures which we are facing

in the international sphere—and finally how to tackle the root of all these

pressures, the Arab refugee problem.These areweighty questions which

clamour for answers. We will have to provide these answers, even at the

cost of finding ourselves face-to-face with ourselves. In fact, if slogans in

general were not so hateful and meaningless, one would not hesitate to

coin one on the spot: Im ha-panim le-atsmenu—Facing Ourselves.

On the same day the column was to appear, Lurie
sent me a letter explaining why he decided against

publishing it. I give it here with my reply, dated January 16.

Dear Nissim:

Thanks for your column which I read last night with great interest—

and that’s not a euphemism. Here are my comments:

(a) I don’t know what Eshkol said at that Journalists’ Lunch but

if he said hass vehalila (God forbid), I should imagine he meant

heaven forbid there should be a catastrophe that would bring a kind

of catastrophic immigration from theWest. Correct me if I’m wrong!

(b) Your second paragraph is diametrically opposed to everything

we stand for, in other words, Zionism. Of coursewe are a ‘‘nucleus

of a people the process of whose formation is practically endless.’’ It

is curious that this was almost the same way it was put in our leader

summing up the Zionist Congress the other day, when we wrote

that the building of a suitable new commonwealth hasn’t been com-
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pleted—‘‘if such an idea can be completed.’’ Whereas Lea and I are

agreed that we like a fresh point of view, etc. etc., nevertheless as I

said in my note, there’s one place where we draw the line—where

you kofer baikkar [deny a basic principle of the ( Jewish) faith].

(c) As for what you say about the ‘‘age-old cultures of our new

immigrants’’ which we are insisting on destroying—this is an inter-

esting subject. Perhaps you would like to write a column on what

these age-old cultures are that should be preserved.

Dear Ted,

I finally got your letter of the 12th, which was mailed on the 14th and

reached me yesterday. I will be as brief as possible:

(a) Eshkol said that if the present situation continues we will, in

four years’ time, find ourselves face-to-face with ourselves—‘‘panim

el panim im atsmenu.’’ He implied this would be a calamity. My

point is that we better start today facing ourselves and our problems.

Hass vehalila was not the operative phrase.

(b) By saying that what I wrote was diametrically opposed to

everything the Post stands for, you put me in a fairly impossible

position. In a closed institutionalized society governed by a closed

institutionalized ideology, every dissenting view tends to seem kefira

bikkar [a denial of a basic principle of the faith].What the Post

stands for today is the same as it stood for 30 years ago—and what

its founders stood for 30 years before that. The world has undergone

many changes in the meantime (even Communism is changing), and

we will have to catch up. To give you one example: even the Post

does not find it fit to cite the Balfour Declaration as a justification for

setting up the State of Israel.

But why go so far? You say that my view is opposed to Zionism.

What on earth is that? If we start looking at ourselves as a nation,

it need not follow that we shut our doors to Jewish immigrants. It

only means that we stop behaving like a bunch of goddamn idiots

and wasting our time begging Diaspora Jews to come to Israel—to

the partial neglect of our own problems and our own human ma-

terial. Consider the idea of sending teachers to teach Americans,

for instance. Few things in this whole wide world can sound more

idiotic!

I like to think that these are not mere eccentricities. Even a die-

hard Zionist like Ben-Gurion sometimes revolts against the present
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stagnation, and the state of mind of the younger generation is not un-

known to you. If the Post, alongside the majority of the local papers,

chooses to leave it for Haolam Haze, theTimes of London, Etgar,

and Le Monde to write about these things, it has every right to do so.

But my feeling is that no good purpose would be served, not even

what the Post stands for today.When I sent in my column I knew it

was a borderline case; but I hoped that with resentment and ridicule

of the Great Show so universal, the Post would take the plunge.

Finally, my claim that we have destroyed the age-old cultures of

new immigrants was already propounded in a few columns, some of

them printed, some rejected (as being kefira bikkar! ). If I read you

rightly, you seem to cast doubt as to whether there are such age-old

cultures that should be preserved.Well, though they contain no phil-

harmonic orchestras, they are there. They are the way these people

live,where they live, the way they eat, sleep, and breed their children.

You will say that these cannot be preserved. I agree.What I say is that

their forceful, violent destruction can lead only to Levantinisation.

Where do we go from here?

marginal column stopped

After this, things went downhill all the way. In response to one column,
to appear on January 29, I got this short note—this time from the features
editor, neither Lurie nor Lea Ben-Dor even bothering to dictate a com-
ment.The heading I chose for the column was ‘‘Picking and Choosing,’’
and I give it here following the features editor’s rejection slip, which read:
‘‘You must have known that you were stepping on very delicate ground
with the attached Marginal! Sorry, but I have to return it to you.’’

To have to choose between political parties is bad enough, one finds;

but to be placed in a position where you have to choose between two

leaders belonging to the same party seems all but intolerable. The fact

remains, though, that in the present debate between David Ben-Gurion

and Levi Eshkol, not onlyMapai but thewhole country seems to have ac-

cepted this position: every Israeli seems to have made up his or her mind

for either the one or the other, or probably one ought to say against the

one or the other.The rejection and acceptance are usually total. In recent

weeks, for example, in the course of a conversation on, say, the 26th Zion-

ist Congress, one often found oneself faced with some such remark: ‘‘But
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you are now talking exactly like Ben-Gurion! Doyoumean to say that you

accept his definition of Zionism and Zionist?’’

Well, supposing one did: should this entail accepting in toto all the

other facets of Ben-Gurion’s position? Or take this business of setting up

a judicial commission of enquiry into the Lavon Affair. Admiring Ben-

Gurion’s single-mindedness on this point and his insistence that justice

and truth prevail, one cannot help wondering why opposition to an en-

quiry seems so universal. One simply refuses to believe that to conduct

such an enquiry would bring woe and destruction upon the country as a

whole, or that Israel can be really so busy with other matters as to be able

to afford not to make an effort to establish the truth, the whole truth, on

so serious a subject as the conduct of a group of men in whose hands it

has placed its fortunes and its very life.

It is of course no use arguing that an enquiry of this kind would lead to

other people demanding similar enquiries into similar ‘‘affairs’’ and secu-

rity mishaps. In this connection, surprisingly little note has been taken of

allegations made by some Ahdut Haavoda andMinHayesod people that

the 1954blunderwas not the only securitymishap to occur up to that year;

that a remarkably similar, almost identical one tookplace in 1951 in another

Arab capital [Baghdad]; and that should Mapai and the Government ap-

prove of an enquiry into theLavonAffair, AhdutHaavodawould demand

an enquiry into the 1951 affair, which occurred while Ben-Gurion himself

was defenceminister. It seemsquite plain, however, that these allegations,

rather than intimidating anyone, ought to make a thorough enquiry into

the 1954 mishap even more vital and timely.

And yet—although one accepts Ben-Gurion’s attitude to Zionism and

would want to see a thorough enquiry conducted into the Lavon and all

other such affairs, one would still not want to choose between him and

Levi Eshkol—at any rate not in the totalistic fashion in which Israelis are

nowprone to do.There aremany fields inwhich the time seems ripe, even

overdue, for Israel to adopt new attitudes and try new approaches—and

for all his past achievements, Ben-Gurion is not the best man to conduct

or even set the tune to such new policies. In politics it is even less use to

cry over spilt milk; yet one cannot help feeling that a lot of milk was spilt

during the 15 years of Ben-Gurion’s premiership, and that this was the

case nowhere more than it was in our relations with the Arabs and the

Russians. Though very little has been actually done in this direction, it

has been a relief to note the change of tone prevailing since Ben-Gurion’s

resignation.

It is often argued that far from producing an improvement, the change
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of tone introduced by Levi Eshkol has all but misfired, with Arab hos-

tility toward Israel markedly stiffening and Moscow’s attitude not at all

changed.This is a moot question, to which the best answer would prob-

ably be that these things take time—and rather more initiative than has

so far been forthcoming. The injury inflicted on the Arabs by the loss

of what they honestly consider part of their homeland will take a long

time to heal. The most that any government in Israel can do in such a

situation is to abstain from all acts or pronouncements likely to deepen

the injury. This is plainly not what the Ben-Gurion administration tried

to do; on the contrary, perhaps. And this is why it is that, though one

would like to pick and choose between the various attitudes and positions

of the two men, one finally decides that Levi Eshkol ought to be given

more time.

After these incidents, I naturally stopped writing my weekly Marginal
Column, and the feature was dropped altogether—all those who used to
write it were eitherdead, retired, or just tired.However, on June 29, 1965,
I sent this letter to Lurie. It speaks for itself.

Dear Ted,

Shortly after I came back from my trip abroad toward the end of last

year, we had a meeting in which it was agreed that I resume my con-

tributions. In your letter of December 28, 1964, you also ‘‘accepted

[my] view that a column does not have to agree in each case and in

every detail with the policy of the paper and that the columnist is not

an editorial writer.’’

On this understanding I resumed sending you articles, but un-

luckily I found that two out of three (the total!) were rejected because

they did not agree with the paper’s policy. In several conversations

which we had subsequently, we kept going round in circles and never

managed to arrive at a mutually acceptable arrangement.

I am relating all this history because I think the time has come

for me to know where I stand, precisely. On my part, I am willing to

resume writing roughly two pieces a week on exactly the same old ar-

rangement, keeping in mind the above quotation from your letter—

but also admitting there are limits to what a newspaper can publish

by way of opinions radically different from its own.

Now it remains for you to define your position—and an early

reply will be much appreciated . . .
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Lurie’s response came only on July 15—another indication of how
drastically things had changed.

Dear Nissim:

I don’t know why you say what you say in the last sentence of your

letter about defining my position.

As I remember, we’ve had not one conversation but at least half a

dozen about your contributions to the Post, and in each case I have

told you, and repeatedly emphasized, that we were keenly interested

in the kinds of columns that you had been writing about Arabs and

Middle East affairs—cultural, political, sociological, etc. These are

very important to us, and we would like you to resume.

You, for your part, said you were bored, stale, etc. and wanted to

do other things which I was willing to give a try. Our real disagree-

ment, if I remember correctly, was over an ‘‘Israeli’’ article in which

you argued that if the majority at any time should wish to reject what

is lumped together as ‘‘Zionism,’’ then nobody had a right to object.

This paper makes its basic stand on this ‘‘Zionism’’ and the need to

instill it in people who do not share it.

Nissim, I think you have something to say, and I very often like the

way you say it, as you know, but what it boils down to is that we can

use a commentator on internal affairs only if his general attitudes fit

into this framework in some way.

Clearly, my general attitudes did not ‘‘fit into this framework’’ in any
way. Nor was I prepared to deny this. But it seems that Lurie still tried.
At the Sheraton Hotel inTel Aviv, far from our workplace, we had a long
chat one day in August and agreed to put into writing whatever arrange-
ment we reached. But Lurie’s written confirmation never arrived, and in
response to a telephone call I made to remind him, he came up with this
highly original story in a letter dated August 13:

The delay in writing the note that you requested was due to the tech-

nical fault of my having taken the correspondence with me to Tel

Aviv for that last meeting we had, at the Sheraton Hotel, so it has

apparently been misplaced somewhere.

I can only repeat what I have said to you time and time again,

namely, that we have always been interested in resuming your col-

umns on Middle East and Arab affairs, which you interrupted en-
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tirely of your own accord, and therefore there is no question on our

part of ‘‘refusing to return to the status quo ante,’’ as you seem to

suggest.

With this, my association with the Post all but ended. Following my
leaving Al Yawm,Lurie called to apologize for theway the newswas given
in the paper—adding something about howdistressed he felt that things
were such that he had nothing to offer me!

On and off during the following years I continued to contribute to the
book pages, and also an occasional Arab affairs piece for the Fridaymaga-
zine—mainly just out of habit or for the sake of review copies of books I
wanted to keep or simply for the few pennies that the Post paid for these
contributions.

Over the course of the next four years, I had only one recorded ar-
gument with the editor on a point of policy. Ironically enough, this time
around it was thePost that was to pose as a ‘‘defender’’ of the Palestinians!
The following letter was datedMarch 24, 1970, and signed byTed Lurie:

Dear Nissim,

I owe you an apology and an explanation. I am so far behind with

my correspondence that I am only now replying to letters received in

January, and that’s my only excuse for not having got down to writing

you a note a long time ago explaining why we didn’t use your piece

on the ‘‘arrested Palestinian society.’’

There’s nothing wrong with the piece or its content except that we

felt it would be against our interest to publish it.We are interested, as

you know, in promoting understanding with the Palestinian Arabs,

and both editors to whom I gave the piece to read expressed the same

opinion—namely that it should not be published in the JP.

My reply came on March 30:

Dear Ted,

I find a good deal of irony in your letter—especially the implica-

tion that publishing an article of the kind I wrote would in some way

offend the Palestinians, with whom you are interested in promoting

understanding. In reply to this I can only recall what I wrote thirteen

years ago in a Column One in the Post—namely that the Arabs do
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not want, nor need, patronizing; what they want, and need so badly,

is self-knowledge on their own part and understanding on the part of

others.We all want to promote understanding with the Palestinians;

to my mind, patronizing them is not a way of attaining such under-

standing.We have all at one stage criticized the British—not only

the British, but mainly them—for what we saw as their patronizing

attitude to the Arabs. I hope we are not now putting ourselves in the

same position.

But the regrettable thing about this is that it has served as an ex-

cuse for me to cancel the arrangement which we had reached after

so many months—namely, to write for you the kind of articles which

the Post now so obviously needs . . .’’

In the meantime, relations with people who had always taken my side
began to waver. As long as I had managed to know my limits—which in
this particular case meant conducting the whole campaign as something
in the nature of a family quarrel—it was okay with these liberal friends
who saw themselves as being outside the establishment and who never
failed to encourage me.

The trouble seemed to start when I began to socialize with members
of the Arab minority with whom I had come in contact in the course of
my work as editor of Al Yawm. Some of these not only were critical of
the government, but also dared to question the very premises of the treat-
ment they received as a minority. They included such outspoken—and
boycotted andoften harassed—journalists, writers, andpolitical activists
as poets RashidHussein andMahmudDarwish; Knesset member Abdul
Aziz al-Zubi; Ha�aretz reporter Atallah Mansour, and others.

This proved tobe toomucheven forpersonswhomwehadconsidered
close friends and had formerly invited for drinks of an evening—occa-
sionally with Arab friends whowere living inTel Aviv, especially Rashid
and his Jewish girlfriend, Anne, and Zubi and his Jewish girlfriend and
future wife, Rachel. Among our former frequent guests had been a num-
berof Jewish friendswith a special interest in, and some inside knowledge
of, the problems of education.These had always raved aboutmycolumns
on the subject and had often supplied bits of information about their own
experiences in the field, each with his or her own axe to grind, as I later
found out.

Shortly after I stopped writing my regular Marginal Column for the
Post, one of these—Aliza Levenberg was her name—became so worked
up—mainly, I think, aboutmycloserassociationwith IsraeliArabs—that
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shepenneda long letter to theeditorof themass-circulationdailyMaariv;
in it, she maligned me in no uncertain terms, though she refrained from
naming names. Not that she hadmuch reason to do this, since in the not-
so-limited circle of readers to whom the letter was in reality addressed,
there was not a shadow of a doubt concerning the identity of the person
assaulted.

One fundamental trait of my character is that I never seem to give up
onpeople, never getworkedup enough to sever relationswith people and
put an end to a relationship. Accordingly I sat and wrote a brief note to
Aliza and foolishly tried to appease her, correcting someof thedistortions
in her letter anddefendingmyArab friendswhom she hadmaligned.The
result was more than disappointing.

a dialogue in rehovot

Sometime in June 1966 I received a letter from the American Jewish Con-
gress asking whether I could participate in their forthcoming fifth annual
American-Israeli Dialogue. I had attended one session of the previous
year’s gathering, and since the invitation came at a timewhen I knew Iwas
leaving my job at Al Yawm and heading for a period in which I wanted
to make my views as widely publicized as possible, I decided to partici-
pate. As it happened, I almost literally walked out of the paper and into
the dialogue.

The subject assigned to the participants that yearwas ‘‘JewishDistinc-
tiveness in Israel and America.’’ However—as I was to learn later, after
participating in three such dialogues—no matter the specific topic, the
dialogue invariably turned into a heated debate between the Israeli and
American sides, some of the former always managing to steer the discus-
sion on to the question of why American Jews did not come to Israel to
settle in great numbers, and the latter, thus put on the defensive, trying
to explain to the Israelis that their presence in America might not be as
bad for Israel as it appeared. Few American participants had the cour-
age to give any kind of ideological justification for deciding to stay where
they were.

In the 1966 dialogue, it was Eliezer Livneh who was the most out-
spoken and aggressive among the Israelis; he explained to me privately,
when I remarked on his vehemence, that he wanted ‘‘to shake their self-
confidence,’’ that being the only way to shake ‘‘them.’’ In the course of
three days of listening to the wearyingly repetitive deliberations, accu-
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sations, and counteraccusations, I learned a good deal about American
Jewry and met some of my best American Jewish friends and acquain-
tances, including the editor and managing editor of the quarterly Juda-
ism, in which I subsequently published an essay on Israel’s communal
problem.

The dialogue took place at the Weizmann Institute in Rehovot on
July 27–29. As always I took my participation very seriously indeed and
spent a lot of time pondering and agonizing over how to deal with the
specified topic. I went to Rehovot with a complete draft of my presenta-
tion, but in the course of the discussions—and especially in viewof what
some of my Israeli colleagues had to say there—I rewrote it. A shortened
and perforce rather inadequate version was published in theCongress Bi-
weekly of April 17, 1967. This was the first time I was to tackle, seriously
and at length, some aspects of being Jewish, and especially of being a
Middle Eastern Jew in Israel. Inevitably, too, since I had just been eased
out of my job, and sincemy break with the establishment had a good deal
to do with my attitudes toward certain aspects of the subject, my state of
mind played a crucial role in the tone and direction of my paper.

In my opening paragraphs I objected to the gross generalizations I
thought were implicit in the title of the dialogue. Israel, I explained, pos-
sessed not one but at least three Jewish identities—or distinctivenesses.
These were the Eastern European Ashkenazi, the Middle Eastern Sep-
hardi, and the Western European–North American cultures or identi-
ties. There were, I added, a number of other minor identities and cul-
tures, but these I chose to call subcultures, among which I counted the
Soviet-Jewish, the Sabra-Jewish, and the Zionist-Jewish. The Zionist-
Jewishsubidentity I claimed tobepartof theEasternEuropeanAshkenazi
culture; the Sabra-Jewish, part of the Middle Eastern Sephardi culture;
and the Soviet-Jewish, increasingly, part of theWestern European–North
American.

The thrust of my argument was that far from the great gulf that some
of the speakers thought was being created between American Jewry and
Israel as a result of the influx of Middle Eastern and North African Jews
into the country, there was in reality an affinity between the Western
European–North American Jewish culture and that of the Oriental Jews.
This, I said, stemmed mainly from the fact that the Jews of theWest and
those of the Middle East were the only Jewries that had had the experi-
ence of leading a full Jewish life without being cooped up in ghettos and
shtetls—of living side by side with, and largely sharing the life of, the
non-Jews among whom they dwelt.
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As to the Eastern European Ashkenazi culture, I said that apart from a
numberof scatteredRussian andAmerican Jews now in their seventies or
eighties, theonlyextant carriers of this cultureweremembers of the ruling
establishment in Israel. By a truly staggering feat of self-preservation,
this particular section of a fast-disappearing generation of Russian-Polish
Jews hadmanaged not only to realize the Zionist ideal—at least the politi-
cal part of it—but had also tried to mold the character of Israeli society
and body politic in the image of its own static culture andworldview.The
fear of ‘‘Levantinization,’’ which some of the Israeli speakers sounded in
their presentations, reflected this attempt at cultural hegemony.

I referred particularly to a passage in Eliezer Livneh’s railings against
American Jews for not immigrating to Israel. In that passage he said that
‘‘the veteran sections of the population’’ of Israel did not propose to
absorb or ‘‘assimilate’’ newcomers from what he termed ‘‘the advanced
countries of the Diaspora.’’ Moreover, he assured his American listeners,
those veteran sections of the population would themselves be willing to
undergo ‘‘progressive change under the conscious pressure, influence
and initiative of [those] newcomers.’’ Shorn of its verbiage, I said, this
could mean only one thing—namely, that, after eighty years of persis-
tently forcing their cultural values and outlook on the various waves of
immigrants, the last remnants of the Eastern EuropeanAshkenazi leader-
ship were now willing to loosen the reins a little—but only if their in-
heritors were newcomers from the so-called ‘‘advanced countries of the
Diaspora.’’

Here I proposed to pass over what I considered the terrible implica-
tionsof Livneh’swordsand tackle thequestionwhether theEasternEuro-
pean Ashkenazi establishment was at all capable of changing or mending
itsways.This elite, I explained,during its shorthistory inPalestine-Israel,
had had five different encounters with five different cultural groups, and
in none of these was it able or willing to establish a fruitful dialogue. It
failed to establish a dialogue with the Jews who originally inhabited the
land; it failed again with the Arabs who constituted the majority of the
population; it also failed to find a common language with the German
Jewish immigrants who came to Palestine in the early thirties; it failed yet
again to establishmeaningful contactwith themassesof Jewswhoflooded
the country in the late 1940s and early 1950s; and finally it failed to have
a dialogue with its own sons and daughters, the native-born sabras.This
showed, I said, that Mr. Livneh’s disarming, if rather belated, offer could
not be taken seriously. Far from being the generous gesture it purported
to be, I explained, Livneh’s proposition was either a threadbare maneu-
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ver or a sign of cultural impotence, and the experience of the past would
prompt one to tell the Eastern European Zionist establishment: first put
your own house in order!

Coming closer to the point of the dialogue, I maintained further that
the point at issuewas not one between Israelis and Americans, but rather
between theAshkenazi establishment and all the rest—theOriental com-
munities, the sabras, the Jewries of Western Europe and North America,
and the Jews of the Soviet Union. ‘‘Some of you will be tempted to ask:
‘What’s left, then?’ Andmy reply is that what is left is merely thosewhom
Mr. Livneh, Mr. Israel Ben Meir and Mr. Israel Eldad represent. It is
a small and diminishing group, representing roughly 15 percent of the
population of Israel . . .’’

Rejecting the distorted view of Judaism that this influential group had
established, I went on to plead for ‘‘an act of restoration—the restora-
tion to Judaism of its authentic, pre-Haskalah meaning and content.’’ I
explained further that I was not speaking of pristine Torah Judaism, but
of postexilic Judaism as propounded by the great rabbis and scholars,
fromHillel to Saadia Gaon, fromMaimonides to Solomon Schechter—
‘‘a Judaism free from nationalism, territorialism, and racism.’’ In a sense,
I added, we ought to try to adopt a somewhat ‘‘primitive’’ notion of Juda-
ism and divorce it completely from Zionism and all other forms of po-
litical activism. ‘‘This Judaism,’’ I added, ‘‘will have to be recognized as
the essentiallyOriental religion it is and has always been.Mr. Livneh said
rightly—though I am afraid for quite the wrong reasons—that Judaism
had no affinity withWestern civilization; if at all, he said, he finds an af-
finitywithBuddhism rather thanwithWesternChristianity.Dr.ZviKurz-
weil, on the other hand, argued that the affinity between Judaism and
Western civilization was ‘self-evident.’ I find it strange that neither has
taken the trouble to discover that if Judaism has affinity with any religious
culture, then it is with none other than Islam andMuslim-Arab culture.’’

Inmyconcluding remarks I said I agreedwith AmnonRubinstein and
Mordechai Bar-On in feeling that we Israelis had no business preaching
aliya toAmerican Jews. I added that, unlikeLivneh,BenMeir, andEldad,
I did not think Judaism could be preserved only in Israel or that authen-
tic Jewish life could not be led in the Diaspora. ‘‘Nor do I think that we
Israelis should accept any obligation not to live the normal life of a small
nation. It is not true—asLivnehwoefully complains—that Israel as she is
today can have no hope of surviving. It is, however, quite true that Israel
will not remain for long as she is today. For Israel as she is run and as she
is presented today has little to do with the real Israel. Being some sort



236 outsider in the promised land

of expert on Arab affairs, I am often asked: ‘And when do you think the
Arabswillmakepeacewith Israel?’Andmyanswer to thisquery is: ‘When
we Israelis make peacewith Israel ourselves!’ The frantic appeals that we
heard today for what I would call ‘an American rescue immigration in re-
verse’ is only one symptom of the refusal on the part of the establishment
to accept Israel—and it ought to be self-evident that no one will accept
us unless we first accept ourselves.’’

Oneof thepeoplewhodidnot attend theRehovot gatheringbutwhose
acquaintance I was to make thanks to the dialogue was Jacob Neusner,
whose work I knew from American Jewish periodicals and who was the
author of a detailed multivolume work on the history of the Babylonian
Jews. One day inMay 1967—shortly after a badly abridged version of my
dialogue presentation was printed in the Congress Biweekly—I received
a sort of fan letter, dated May 5, 1967, in which Neusner wrote that in a
desert of cliches, slogans, and empty words, my remarks at the dialogue
seemed to him ‘‘an oasis of pure water—good sense, freshness.’’ He was
struck, he said, by the soundness of my critique of ‘‘the Palestinian Ash-
kenazim,’’ who had failed in five confrontations. ‘‘You could add to that,’’
he added. ‘‘Our generation (3rd in theUSA), they simplydo not confront
at all, any more than they do yours . . .’’ He also said he thought ‘‘that idi-
otic reply’’ of Livneh illustrated the rightness of my comments. He said
also that he was sympathetic to my view of Judaism and my stress on the
Sephardic way, which he thought was ‘‘most appropriate for the United
States.’’

Needless to say, I was much encouraged, and replied promptly,
expanding on my presentation and calling Livneh—among some
other names—‘‘Jewish unbeliever-turned-custodian-of-other-people’s-
Jewishness.’’

Neusner’s replycame soon, but before I had time to reply, the situation
on the Egyptian border became so unsettling that I was unable to concen-
trate sufficiently towrite the kind of response Iwanted towrite. Following
the resounding victory of the Six-DayWar, which Neusner wrote that he
had ‘‘not been too thrilled’’ by, our correspondence became regular. In
one of his letters Neusner said that my English suggested to him that I
was ‘‘a native-speaker.’’ So how did I ‘‘learn so much Arabic as to be able
to edit a newspaper?’’

On the strength of something I said in the course of my presentation
at the Rehovot dialogue, the late Rabbi Steven Schwarzschild, then edi-
tor of the quarterly Judaism, invited me to contribute a piece on what he
called ‘‘the two Israels.’’ It tookme amere fortnight tomail him the article,
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titled ‘‘The Two Israels: A Study of Europeocentrism.’’ (The article is
reprinted as Chapter 9 of this book.)

It was the start of a long and fruitful, if occasionally checkered, asso-
ciation. On receiving and reading my article, Schwarzschild wrote, in a
letter dated December 24, 1966:

It’s high time that people in this country learn about the kind of thing

that you are particularly concerned with—that the Israeli ‘‘intelligen-

tsia’’ and the American-Jewish ‘‘intelligentsia’’ begin to speak with

one another in a continuous and significant way—and you obviously

know how to express yourself forcefully and in such a way that the

various ‘‘establishments’’ will eventually have to begin to listen to

us. This was my impression in reading your remarks at the so-called

American-Israeli dialogue last summer—which I otherwise refused

to publish—and therefore I asked that you be contacted—though I

had seen other articles of yours in various places. In short, please be

in touch.

Turning to some remark I made in my article, Schwarzschild com-
mented that Iwas ‘‘underestimating theparallelismbetween theAmerican
Negro syndrome and that of ‘the two Israels.’ ’’ The similarity, he wrote,
‘‘is evenmore frightening thanyou think, it seems tome.’’Healso said that
I was ‘‘still too indulgent with the East-European mentality.Why not go
on the counter-attack? After all that, Jewishly-humanly, we have experi-
enced and seen, still to be talking of the ‘value’ of Occidental civilization
is surely some new height of historical sickness . . .’’

Certain differences of opinion between Rabbi
Schwarzschild and me started to crop up after the

Six-Day War. In one of my letters I expressed disagreement with a dis-
paraging reference he had made to dissidents like Jacob Petuchowski,
Michael Selzer, Trude Weiss-Rosmarin. I wrote, in a letter dated Octo-
ber 3, 1967:

Dear Rabbi Schwarzschild,

. . . Now that we are addressing each other with such candour, I think

we are both entitled to insist on complete clarity of phrasing.What

is the problem with which we are both so seriously concerned? You

write: ‘‘There must be a way of tackling the problem—viz the rela-
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tionships between the Jewish and Arab worlds, without insisting that

one of the poles in the tensions, i.e., Israeli and Arab nationalisms,

must be dissolved . . .’’ Yet the central point is precisely that the poles

in this conflict are not, repeat not, Israeli and Arab nationalisms, but

between so-called Jewish and so-called Arab ethnic nationalisms—

between rabid pan-Jews and equally rabid pan-Arabs. As I made

it clear in my article, I have no sympathy for either of these ‘‘pans’’

(though I am afraid the former has even less basis in history, logic

or actuality than the latter). As a Jew, however, I feel I must first try

to put my own house in order.Well, as an Israeli Jew I have nothing

against Israeli nationalism and patriotism, but this should embrace

all Israelis, Jews and non-Jews alike. I assure you, however, that such

an Israeli Israel is anathema to the pan-Jews far more than it is for

the pan-Arabs! In fact, I have a hunch that the latter would accept

such an Israel tomorrow, whereas the former would fight to the death

against it. Having grasped this, I feel convinced that work by people

like us must start there. Of course, there are reasons why the pan-

Jews constitute a menace—e.g., the position and fate of the Diaspora

and of Judaism as a whole. However, since we are talking about the

Arab-Jewish aspect it should be apparent that no resolution of this

problem can ever be found in pan-Judaism. (Prof. Harel, formerly

Harold, Fisch—who is on theTenuah lemaan Eretz Yisrael Hash-

lemah [the Movement for Greater Israel]—was asked recently about

the movement. He said he had differences of opinion with the ma-

jority of its members: ‘‘What they consider final, I consider a means;

in my eyes the shlemut of the borders is a means towards a more com-

prehensive completeness—shlemut yoter makkifah.’’ And so on and

on. Do you envisage an end to this process?)

I am blessed if I know what to think about [the American Council

for Judaism]. That you know them better I have not the least doubt.

Still, the fact that ‘‘identification with them kills off any last chance of

effectiveness in the Jewish community’’ proves, I am afraid, nothing

against them. It only shows how wily their adversaries are and how

perfect and certain are the workings of the self-fulfilling prophecy. A

third way? Ah, I wish I knew how one can contemplate such a thing

in the present circumstances.



Afterword Pride or self-effacement:
on refusing to save skin

The last issue of Al Yawm was dated May 31, 1968.
The day after, the Jerusalem Post carried a long re-

port in which its reporter told the story of the Arabic daily, the first issue
of which had appeared on September 28, 1948, under the editorship of
Michael Assaf.

A turning point came in 1959, when theHistadrut became a partner in the

paper . . .Therewas also aneweditor.NissimRejwanwas a young journal-

ist who had arrived with the immigration from Iraq. He hadmade a name

for himself as an observer of Arab affairs in his articles in the Post.On his

becoming editor, Al Yawm was enlarged. Mr. Rejwan tried to interest the

Arab intelligentsia in the paper and gave space to Arabwriters, especially

on literary subjects. The circulation increased considerably.

Mr.Rejwan remainededitor for seven andahalf years. Itwasnot a com-

fortable time for him. He did not get on too well with the Histadrut. He

took an independent view, ignoring the intricate balance of forces in the

local political scene.Moreover, soon after he became editor, theLavonAf-

fair burst, and relations between the primeminister’s office and theHista-

drut reflected the tensions betweenBen-Gurion andLavon.The nominee

of the prime minister’s office had to leave.

The Post reporter’s account was of course incomplete. My ‘‘having to
leave’’ thepapercamesomefiveyears after theLavonaffairendedwithBen
Gurion’s victory, and the prime minister’s office was an active, even the
main, factor. Besides, the paper under my editorship did not just enlarge
but became a morning daily.

More to the point, I think, was the reporter’s passing reference to my
having taken ‘‘an independent view.’’ In those days and under those cir-
cumstances, taking an independent viewwas something unheard of, and
in my particular case especially, quite insufferable.
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The formalities concerningmy leaving Al Yawm took a very short time
to complete, so much so that Eliahu, one of the few close friends who
went on keeping in touch, likened it to ‘‘a beheading.’’ Abrief sessionwith
the arbiter, David Zakai, a retired Histadrut journalist, proved sufficient.
Terms were so favorable to the employer that no one wanted to believe
me when I explained them later: two and a half monthly salaries to be
paid to me as compensation. Not only was Zakai influenced by his past
employers; the Journalists Association itself had to reckon with a variety
of trade union, as well as other, considerations.The result was that in the
end I found myself all alone, only halfheartedly contending with those
giants over things that I considered beneath my dignity. Francis (Amir)
Ofner, a veteran journalist and admirer who had not even heard about the
affair, later said tome, with obvious disapproval, that I had behaved ‘‘like
a grand seigneur.’’

Was it pride, sheer pride, that caused me to behave in ways that made
it so easy for the powers that be to make such an easy job of it—even pre-
tending, in some circles, that my ouster had been a voluntary step on my
part? Disdain? Self-respect? A refusal to show one’s hurt and a determi-
nation to go doggedly on when one is about to fall? For the fact is that
my conduct in this sorry episode was seen as so shockingly fatalistic that
none of those involved comprehended it, not even those who initiated
the move. My refusal to ‘‘fight,’’ to challenge the decision (a challenge, I
should add, that would certainly have produced results), possibly had to
do with what I see as two character traits of mine that at first sight seem
contradictory but are, in reality, quite conceivable in unison. I am refer-
ring to pride and disdain on the one hand, and shyness, diffidence, and
self-effacement on the other.

October 8, 1968

Dear Gad,

Together with your letter came another communication, a lengthy,

heartening account from Rony Gabbay. Not fromVictoria but from

Perth. And in this lengthy and detailed communication a totally dif-

ferent doctrine about that land of milk and honey is propounded.

Good for the kids, good for the parents, good for the Jews (especially

if they are non-Europeans!). Away from the madding crowd, the

tensions, the discriminations and the disabilities. In short, a whole

doctrine of it, a whole way of life. And as a friend and relative and

well-wisher and fellow sufferer and so on, I and Rachel are advised,
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urged, beseeched, cajoled and supplicated: Get the hell out and save

your skin!

November 8, 1968

Dear Gad,

Last night I had a chat with a man called Juri, an economist, who

told me a story of woe about how in 1951 he had tried to enlist at the

Hebrew University to get his M.A. (he had a B.Sc. from Baghdad).

He was first refused a form to fill out, then by a hundred and one

devices they tried to prevent his enrollment—and finally, with an

expectant wife in Pardesiyya, his working as a dishwasher in Jerusa-

lem, and the refusal of the Agency to give him a hut in a mabara near

Jerusalem, he had to give up! All of which reminded me of how some

200 students or would-be students from Iraq came to the university

in 1950–51 and, with the exception of a few, suffohem weihed weihed

(‘‘got rid of them one after the other’’). But you ought to know better

about this aspect of life in the Promised Land! . . .

February 5, 1969

Dear Gad,

. . .Well, as you by now know I am what they call here a stubborn

Jew! I just don’t give up! I know I may do much better outside of this

country, but I have two very good reasons not to take the plunge.

First: What the hell! What sort of solution is this business of just

picking up one’s belongings and leaving? . . . But I shall be more

candid now that I am going to tell you of the second good reason for

my stubbornness. This can be summed up thus: There is no possible

escape fromThe Problem. I think it would be fair to say that there

are today in the world four kinds of Jews: Israeli Israelis; Diaspora

Israelis; ‘‘FreeWorld’’ Jews, for whom Israel is a permanent preoccu-

pation, example, and ultimate shelter; and oppressed and persecuted

Jews (in various degrees), for whom Israel is dream itself. On the

margin, on the lunatic fringe, and in crankdom are those who oppose

Israel actively—whether for religious reasons (Neturei Karta et al.) or

for class reasons (the American Council for Judaism).Well—where is

the least evil? Does it not in the end boil down to mere personal pre-

dilection? If a man like our ‘‘uncle’’ Aharon finds satisfaction in being

a wholesale merchant in the East End, and if you, sir, can live a full
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life working in your own line—who would guarantee that X would

be happy working in journalism in Australia, Canada, or England?

Hell, if it has fallen to our lot to be of the so-called desert generation,

why not be a desert generation in this particular strip of land? But as

I said, it’s really a matter of sheer personal temperament.

. . . But there is at least one bright side; I have been slowly chang-

ing, not my views, but certain emphases—and it makes a world

of difference, as you know. For instance, though I still maintain

that Israel should—and will eventually—‘‘de-Zionize’’ and ‘‘de-

Westernize,’’ I now think that with the Arab stand being what it is, it

would be just unfair and above all impractical to ask the Zionists to

do anything.Why should they, when they have a perfect reason not

to? So instead of ‘‘de-Zionizing for peace,’’ I now would say ‘‘peace

for de-Zionizing!’’ This, as you will have realized, has its own impact

on my other hobbyhorse, the communal problem.To put it briefly,

the Orientals, though certainly a factor in normalizing Israel and her

place in the Middle East, cannot hope to be such a factor as long as

the Arabs are a threat or are capable of being depicted as a threat.

Internally, too, the whole issue may take on steadily less significance

as the country continues to prepare for repulsing the enemy and de-

fending herself against the mortal threat of destruction and genocide

and all the rest. (In all this it is almost totally immaterial whether

these threats, enemies, and other catastrophes are real or imaginary!)
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