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I

Introduction

To Become a Nation of “Jewish Culture”

“If the Jews wish to become a nation of ‘Jewish culture,’ ” Eliezer Ben-
Yehuda, one of Jerusalem’s leading Zionists, wrote in 1904, “they
must first become truly a nation.”! Throughout the subsequent de-
cade he and other Zionist activists in Palestine (with the help of some
from without) undertook to effect the transformation of what they
perceived to be a dispersed and divided mass into the seeds of a
modern nation. This book is a study of the ways in which they set
about to do so.

The question of culture in Zionist history has become the focus of
a growing corpus of scholarly work in recent years. Much of this
literature, however, has left three principal lacunae. The first of these
is chronological. In most examinations of cultural development in
the Jewish Yishuv (prestate community) in Palestine, the twilight
years of Ottoman rule in that land have been largely overlooked, and
their cultural importance vastly underestimated. Instead, much of
the historiography on the Yishuv has assumed that the generation that
came of age under the British mandate was, as its own self-image
proclaimed, the first Hebrew generation—the first to establish the
cultural practices and the mannerisms, rituals, and modes of daily life
that came to characterize the Hebrew culture of the Yishuv and,
later, the state of Israel. The years preceding the First World War have
consequently been treated as little more than a prelude to later de-
velopments.? Although a number of important studies have offered
close looks at particular incidents or aspects of cultural activity in
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Jewish Palestine during the late Ottoman period® and notwithstanding im-
portant work on Zionist political and organizational activities there at the time,
there has been little effort to subject the complex of foundation-laying histor-
ical processes that took place during these years to sustained and integrated
scrutiny. As a result, the manner in which diverse cultural projects were in-
terwoven to generate the basis for a new Hebrew national culture in Palestine
has suffered from a damaging historiographical myopia, and historical re-
search has not yet offered a synthetic and comprehensive picture of the nation-
making laboratory that late Ottoman Zionist Palestine in many senses was.

Though less glaring, the relationship between Zionist culture in Palestine
and traditional Jewish cultures in the Diaspora (as well as in Palestine itself)
has also suffered from a degree of nearsightedness. This, it seems, is the twin
heir to Zionism’s own ideological assertion of its revolutionary nature on the
one hand and a broader conceptual elusiveness that has plagued the study of
nationalism generally insofar as questions of secularization and innovation are
contrasted with the persisting influence of traditional ideas and practices. In
some of the now classic literature, nationalism is understood as something that
arose phoenixlike out of the ashes of traditional religious societies some time
around the late eighteenth century, with virtually no relationship to anything
that had gone before—owing everything, as Ernest Gellner puts it, “to a de-
cisive and unutterably profound break in human history.” The historiography
of the Yishuv tends to combine these influences in an implicit acceptance of
this dichotomy, most evident in the images, myths, and ideas that have been
chosen as objects of investigation.®

This being said, a recent and very important new trend in the historiog-
raphy of nationalism has begun to recognize its deeper, if ambivalent, em-
beddedness not only in a variety of religious heritages but also in what (even in
the industrializing and modern world) was a persistent power of religious
beliefs, customs, rituals, and institutions.® Moreover, some work on Zionism
has also taken a number of initial steps toward understanding the intricate
relationship between the Zionist revolutionary impulse and its roots in tradi-
tional Jewish ideas, sources, and praxis.” In this book I have attempted to join
and reinforce these two complementary trends and to recapture a sense of the
complex interweaving of traditional and revolutionary tropes, imagery, and
practices that characterized the culture of the Yishuv as it took its initial steps.

The third and perhaps the most important gap for the way in which this
book has been conceived is found in the way in which culture has often been
conceived in the literature on Zionism. Studies that have purported to examine
Zionist “culture” have often framed their understanding of it in rather con-
stricted terms, in which culture becomes virtually indistinguishable from—
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and seems to be reduced to—ideology or discourse. The cultural history of Zi-
onism and of the Yishuv has consequently differed little from the history of
their ideas. This too is heir to a similar tendency in some of the historiography
of nationalism generally, which has often tended to focus on the “fundamental
change [that] was taking place in modes of apprehending the world, which...

made it possible to ‘think’ the nation.”® To be sure, the reshaping of modes of
thought—indeed, of overarching cosmologies—is without a doubt central in
the emergence of the modern nation and in explaining the history-making
power that it acquired throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This
is certainly true in the Zionist case as well, and this book examines the very
deliberate refiguration of modes of thought and mentalities that was so im-
portant a focus in the cultural work undertaken in the Yishuv. However, while
it may indeed be crucial to be “alive to the metaphoricity of the peoples of
imagined communities,”” it is no less important to recall that the people who
compose those communities are not themselves metaphors at all and that they
have very real lives in which the nation is encountered in concrete experiences.
However complex, ambivalent, and disjunctive those experiences may be, it is
through them that the nation has been able to play a defining role in the lives of
those real people. The nation and the experience of it, in other words—however
“imagined” and metaphorical they may be in many senses—are also rooted in
observable cultural practices and in social processes that are very tangible and
public and make up very concrete human lives.

This book attempts to unearth some of the processes—and the important
role the actions of very self-conscious human actors played in them—that were
calculated to create just such a culture of everyday life and to construct a bridge
over the chasm separating vision, image, and discourse from praxis and con-
crete behaviors. It does so by examining the work of a self-selected coterie of
intellectuals and nationalist activists who, whatever differences there were
between them (and they were sometimes very deep indeed) shared an image of
themselves as the nation’s vanguard, burdened with the task of creating (or
resuscitating) a Hebrew nation in Palestine.

This group constituted, of course, only a small subsection of Palestine’s
Jewish community, and as Israel Bartal has pointed out, the full story of the
emergence of the Hebrew national culture in Palestine (and later Israel) must
be understood as a complex interaction between their self-conscious efforts to
direct and channel its development according to a set (or competing sets) of
ideological assumptions on the one hand and “spontaneous,” nonideological
social, demographic, and other processes on the other hand.'® Indeed, some
important work examining these more “spontaneous” factors in the nation-
alization of Jewish Palestine has already been undertaken.!!
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Without discounting the importance of the nonactivist and even non-
Zionist immigrants and natives in Palestine, however, this book is based on the
understanding that the Zionist nationalizing elites were nevertheless primarily
responsible for giving form to the Zionist culture that would come to charac-
terize the Yishuv (and later Israel), and it is their project that stands at the
center of the story I have chosen to tell. Toward that end, I have attempted to
step beyond both the history of ideas and an examination of the ideology,
discourses, and imagination that motivated Zionist cultural activity in Pales-
tine to think about the implementation of those ideas and the ways in which
imagination and discourse were translated (or transformed) into concrete in-
stitutions, customs, rituals, and the makings of an entirely unprecedented kind
of Jewish life. While it owes a profound debt to the important insights that
studies of Zionist myths have offered in the context of intellectual history or
literary studies, this book also seeks to serve as a reminder that this kind of an
understanding of myths essentially as texts or as speech acts runs the risk of
“uproot{ing] them from the act of recitation that had bound them to ritual
action.”'? What myth says, as Paul Ricoeur writes, ritual performs,'? and while
the creation of a Jewish nation in Palestine was, of course, in part about
envisioning and saying, it was also very much about performing and giving
concrete, visible form to those new visions and mythologies of the nation. This
nexus between vision and praxis, idea and implementation, remains insufh-
ciently explored in the literature on Zijonism.'*

One way to understand the Zionist cultural project; as I argue in the
following pages, is as an attempt to effect a return to myth—this was part of its
reaction to the rationalist tradition of Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment), at
least as many Zionists understood that legacy—and to place a reconstituted
mythology back into a ritual-liturgical context. It was in the process of trans-
lating idea, image, and discourse into action—practice, performance, and the
institutions for assembling and disseminating them—that new shape was
given to the actual lives of the individuals who composed the Yishuv and to the
new collective they created and which, in turn, re-created them. By recapturing
the cords that bound discourse, language, and image to the daily lives of real
people, I hope to have shed new light on this reciprocal, multidirectional
process of reconstitution.

As a corrective to the first of the gaps I have identified—the chronological
one—and to refocus some of the historical view in such a way as to bring these
critical years into the sharper relief they deserve, I begin the book roughly at
the turn of the twentieth century (in its first three years), when a number of
important events marked what would prove to be critical turning points in the
demographic, institutional, economic, linguistic, political, and other condi-
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tions in the Yishuv. These coalesced to make the subsequent decade or so not a
mere prelude, as it has previously been viewed, but rather the formative period
in which the infrastructure of a new national entity and a new national culture
was laid. It is rare that history offers the historian so neat a starting point, and
one (to top it off ) that happens to coincide with the turn of a century. In the
case of Zionist work in Palestine, however, a number of important events that
took place just around then lend this periodization a compelling force. The
year 1899 saw the formal establishment of the Jewish Colonial Trust—the
Zionist bank, which, according to the plan suggested by Theodor Herzl both in
his Der Judenstadt (1896) and in the Zionist congresses he would subsequently
convene (beginning in 1897), was to be one of the principal engines by which
the foundations of the envisioned state of the Jews would be laid. When the
bank in fact became operational in 1902-1903, particularly with the estab-
lishment of its local Palestinian subsidiary, the Anglo-Palestine Company, it
represented the first involvement of the Zionist Organization (ZO) Herzl had
established in actual work in Palestine.'®

If the bank raised hopes and expectations, however, the transfer of many of
the Yishuv’s agricultural colonies from the direct protectorship and adminis-
tration of the Rothschild family and its local representatives, after two decades
of intensive involvement, into the hands of the Jewish Colonization Associa-
tion in 1900 raised tremendous anxiety.'® The economic and general angst
that this change in administration produced among some of the colonies’
residents helped create a sense that a chapter had come to a close in the
Yishuv’s history, concluding on a note of despair, recurrent expressions of a
sense of malaise, and an atmosphere of crisis and failure.

This crisis in the Yishuv, moreover, was exacerbated by the onset of a
sense of catastrophe in the Jewish world, compounded by bitter strife within
Zionism. The Kishinev pogrom in the spring of 1903 sparked a new wave
of anti-Jewish violence while (partly in response to the pogrom) the Uganda
controversy that summer threatened to rend apart both the Zionist Organi-
zation itself and the budding umbrella organizations that were just then being
established in Palestine (see chapter 2). Within the Yishuv, the bitter polemic
over the territorial alternative had a uniquely sharp flavor of its own since this
was both the site of the great expectations for national rebirth and, paradoxi-
cally, one of the principal centers of support for the East African night shel-
ter.!” The painful strife surrounding Uganda, which touched on issues at
the very heart of the Zionist enterprise, was exacerbated in Palestine by the
existence of two competing Zionist organizations there, each of which came
to be associated, in the minds of at least some contemporaries, with one of
the camps in the Uganda controversy and the personal struggle between
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Herzl and Russian Zionist leader Menahem Ussishkin within the Zionist
Organization.

Some of the background to this disquiet was based, ironically, in efforts to
bring the Yishuv together under a unified organizational and ideological
umbrella—efforts that soon proved to be a factor in stimulating additional
discord while also spurring further mobilization toward greater unity. The first
attempt to effect organizational harmony with a distinctly Zionist character was
the establishment in 1902 of the Va’ad ha-Agudot ha-Tzioniot ha-Me’uhadot
be-Eretz Yisra’el [Committee of United Zionist Federations in Palestine].'®
Notwithstanding its ambitious name, that committee failed to achieve the ac-
cord it desired due to both the problems of transportation and communication
in early twentieth-century Palestine, which helped to exclude the more distant
settlements in the Galilee, and the establishment one year later of a compet-
ing organization, the Palestine Federation (Ha-Histadrut ha-Eretz Yisre’elit),
which was first assembled by Menahem Ussishkin in the summer of 1903.
The great fanfare with which this latter assembly was convened would not suf-
fice to sustain it under the strain of ideological and interpersonal conflicts and
rivalries, and Ussishkin’s initiative soon fizzled, leaving in its wake, however,
a patently usable legacy.

If these initiatives seem to point to an incipient transformation that was
taking place in the Yishuv in the first years of the twentieth century, 1903
seems in many ways to have been the moment of quickening, and it is here
that the full thrust of this book picks up the thread. By then, settlement work
and efforts of various kinds to found a new national Jewish existence in Pa-
lestine had been under way for some two decades. The centerpiece and prin-
cipal cornerstone of these projects was the network of Jewish agricultural
colonies that had been set up during the closing decades of the nineteenth
century. A few initial cultural steps had already been taken, including early
efforts to transform Hebrew into a language of daily speech, the beginnings of
a modern Hebrew journalism, some early amateur theatrical undertakings,
and a new model of “Hebrew” schooling in certain colonies. These remained
largely haphazard, however, with little sense that a Yishuv-wide culture was in
the making or, at times, that much of a connection existed between one part of
the country and another. Such an overarching organizational and cultural
framework was further hampered by the demographic decline, economic re-
cession, and severe loss of morale that had set in during the closing years of the
nineteenth century (part of the background for the transfer of the Rothschild
colonies to the Jewish Colonization Association) and carried over into the first
years of the twentieth.
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1903 would prove to be a year of fledgling growth. Although the convening
that summer of the “Great Assembly” in the colony of Zichron Ya’akov as the
launching pad for the “Palestine Federation” was a short-lived and spurious
success, the Hebrew Teachers’ Association, whose founding conference was
held at the same event, enjoyed much greater longevity and soon emerged as a
preeminent nationalizing force. The pogroms and the Uganda controversy
together also helped to spark a new wave of immigration that began to trickle
into Palestine late in the year and continued until the outbreak of war in 1914
(this would be known in popular discourse and in the historiography as the
“second Aliya”). Eastern European immigrants, whose numbers grew follow-
ing the pogrom in Gomel and the failed 1905 revolution in Russia, met a
growing wave of immigration from Yemen,'” which peaked with Shmuel
Yavne'eli’s mission on behalf of the Palestine office in 1910-1911 (see chapters
5 and 8)—the first such active drive for immigration ever undertaken by the
Zionist Organization. Both of these waves had an important formative impact
not only on the Yishuv's demographic profile but also on its organizational,
cultural, and communal-national life. Among the immigrants who arrived
during these years were a number of very young men and women who would
soon emerge as contenders for leadership positions in the Yishuv and compete
with the more-established core of Zionist activists there. This competition too
helped to shape the emerging national culture, which was in some measure a
combined product of these disparate (and often mutually hostile) social groups
and their frequently clashing ideologies and visions of national culture.

The book’s end point is the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, which
brought many of the dramatic developments that had been unfolding in Pa-
lestine to a temporary halt. While the radically changed conditions in Palestine
that came on the heels of the war—with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire,
the Balfour Declaration and British mandate, and a host of other developments
in the Jewish world, both in Europe and on the world political stage—would
mean very new directions for cultural development in the Yishuv, these would
be based on the critical foundations laid during the prewar years.

Historical development—particularly in revolutionary periods and in the case
of revolutionary movements—is by its nature a dialectical interplay between
the new and the cords that bind it to enduring residues of the past. If much
of the scholarship on Zionist culture has stressed the impulse toward revolu-
tionary innovation—and often taken it too much at its word—I have attempted
to reassert that facet of innovation that is inherently a response to the estab-
lished and the traditional. Even when it takes the form of revolt and rejection
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(and perhaps especially in such cases), it is a response that incorporates more
of that tradition than it may at times like to admit. Where this dialectic is
framed in terms of the religious and the secular, moreover, secularization—by
defining itself in reference to religious tradition—often becomes a way of
preserving and re-articulating precisely what it seeks to destroy.?® By focusing
on this dialectical relationship between innovation and its inherent re-articu-
lation of lingering traditions, I hope also to have reinstated the “living, inti-
mate, infinitely repeated opposition between the instant of time and that time
which flows only slowly.”?!

In spite of the revolutionary tenor of a great deal of the cultural discourse
that took place in the Yishuv, in other words, the culture that was emerging
there by the outbreak of the First World War did not constitute the unam-
biguous break with the Jewish past that some of its authors wished to believe.
There was an inherent paradox or tension in their cultural undertaking.
A radically new departure, a fierce rebellion against Jewish history itself, the
new nation—and the new Jews who constituted it—were at the same time
conceived as the authentic expression of Judaism’s true essence and its pur-
portedly vanished life force. Even as it pronounced two thousand years of
Jewish history and its cultural production to be all but worthless, Zionism and
the culture it envisioned also claimed to represent a loyalty to Judaism and its
integrity that was somehow more organically authentic than any other actual
or conceivable response to the crises of Jewish modernity.

That the Yishuv’s culture should have been marked by this paradox was a
reflection of the twin pillars that constituted it. Zionism, after all, was on the
one hand a European nationalist movement and had from its earliest days
taken many of its ideological cues from the nationalist movements in whose
wake (and under whose influence) it had emerged. Much of the style, aes-
thetics, language, and pageantry adopted in the effort to nationalize the Yishuv
would have been familiar—at least in outline form—in many contemporary
European nationalist contexts. Yet, notwithstanding the extensive common-
ality in nationalism’s “invention of tradition,” nationalist traditions were not,
in the end, interchangeable. Traditions, even where invented, must make use
of some raw material. And however ambivalent Zionists in Palestine may have
been with regard to the Jewish religious heritage, they also used it—or various
manifestations and interpretations of it—extensively as a rich cultural quarry
for the construction of precisely that national culture which they conceived as a
rebellion against that tradition. Their transfigurations of traditional Jewish
motifs, symbols, customs, and practices were far more complex and nuanced
than the arbitrary and mechanical manipulation that has often been under-
stood as the engine of invention driving nationalist and other modern move-
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ments. Most Zionist cultural activists during these formative years had been
immersed their entire lives in Jewish texts, traditions, liturgy, and languages.
These were the structures, the intellectual molds, and the paradigms of
thought that had shaped their world—even, at times, when they were in full
revolt against them and sought to disavow them. Thus, while Zionism adopted
many of the modes of modern European nationalism, these were given form by
the contemporaneous effort to create a counterexegesis, a rereading of Jewish
texts and the Jewish past, which emerged at once in opposition to Jewish tra-
dition and yet very much from within it and whose goal it was to redefine
Jewish community and Jewishness itself.

If traditional Jewish society was an “exegetical community”>—a soci-
ety whose very contours and boundaries were determined and defined by
a particular exegetical tradition—the Zionist cultural project in Palestine was
founded upon an attempt to undo (or rather to redo) this tradition in order to
give radically new shape to Jewish community. Although conceived as a rev-
olutionary endeavor, then, it did not erase the “complex dialectic between
authoritative texts and exegetical imagination that characterizes rabbinic Ju-
daism”?* (although it did seek to recast the source of authority in that rela-
tionship). At times this was due to a conscious choice not to eliminate that
dialectic, while at others that tension continued to reverberate in spite of the
wishes of those who might have sought to oust it. The national liturgy created
in the Yishuv, in other words, was often constructed in direct response—
conscious and explicit at times, unconscious and implicit at others—to that
very dialectic that had characterized the rabbinic tradition out of which the
creators of the national culture emerged. More than this, as a type of response,
it was often an attempt to commandeer that dialectical dynamic and to reclaim
possession over it so as to reshape it in ways that Zionists deemed fit for the
urgent project of reconstructing “the Jew” and Jewish life. The Zionist cultural
project in Palestine can consequently be understood in some of its cardinal
elements as an additional voice in a long-standing, ongoing dialogue between
community, text, interpretation, ideology, and identity.

A central effort of Zionism's cultural activity was adopted directly from
traditional midrashic activity, which was “chiefly concerned with the creation
of meaning.”?* Great energies were spent by Palestine’s Zionists on a radical
transformation of meaning that was undertaken not only by seizing Jewish
texts and discourses but by appropriating traditional Jewish celebrations, rit-
uals, and customs as well and subjecting them all to thoroughgoing re-
evaluation and renovation. If in traditional midrashic activity “meaning is not
discovered in the text, but attributed to it,”* for Zionist cultural activists the
new realities of the early twentieth century seemed to mandate an infusion of
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radically new meanings into text and life alike as a means to effect the revo-
lutionary change they sought in the structures of Jewish society and of Jew-
ishness itself.

Zionist exegeses, then, were at once a continuation in some sense of
rabbinic traditions and a dramatically sharp break from the discourses and
paradigms that defined them. Even while old language was rejected as having
become ostensibly meaningless, the new meanings generated by Zionists in
Palestine were often hewn out of the very stones left lying in the rubble of the
traditional Jewish world. The revolutionary impact that the Zionist project
seems indeed to have had on Jewish life ought not to obscure the fact that this
dramatic effect was at times brought about through very subtle turns—a
change in the use of a word or in the understanding of a traditional Jewish
holiday and its rituals—that could have sweeping consequences.

In this simultaneously continuous and disjunctive dialogue with their
ostensibly superseded tradition, Zionism’s cultural activists were perhaps less
unlike their non-Jewish European counterparts than might appear. Recent
studies of the emergence of nationalism have provided a much needed fine-
tuning to the once regnant notions regarding the construction of national
cultures. As a corollary to the idea that the modern nation appeared on the
stage of history virtually by deus ex machina, the cultures of those nations have
at times been portrayed essentially as inventions ex nihilo—an approach that
largely eliminates the possibility of meaningful historical explanation of or
insight into the reasons for and causes of particular cultural developments.
Ernest Gellner has argued, for example, that the “cultural shreds and patches
used by nationalism are often arbitrary historical inventions. Any old shred
would have served as well.”2® Eric Hobsbawm echoes and reinforces this pic-
ture by maintaining that in the modern era generally, many “political insti-
tutions, ideological movements and groups—not least in nationalism—were
so unprecedented that even historic continuity had to be invented.”?” While he
acknowledges “the use of ancient materials to construct invented traditions,”
these traditions themselves, he writes, are of a completely “novel type.”22 In the
case of Zionism in particular, Hobsbawm has argued (elsewhere) that there is
“no historical continuity whatever between Jewish proto-nationalism and
modern Zionism."?

As some important recent work has argued, however, the transition to
modern nationalism—and its relationship to the languages, pageantry, liturgy,
and imagery of older traditions and religiosities—was in fact somewhat less
incisive and considerably more nuanced than has previously been appreciated.
After all, as one study of religion and the modern nation advises, before 1914
“even Europeans who had received a secular education were so well acquainted
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with biblical stories that they were able to imagine political leadership in
biblical terms.”*® For many European Jews (and among them most of those
who raised the banner of Zionist culture) immersion in biblical and rabbinic
literature was an integral part of their early education and of the language and
imagery that would continue to color their activity. A process of secularization
had, of course, taken place in some deeply meaningful sense, and it was
continuing apace. There can be no doubt that, as Hobsbawm argues, nation-
alism’s call for a defense of tradition could have arisen only where that tradi-
tion was besieged, if not already collapsed. “Where the old ways are alive,” he
writes, they “need be neither revived nor invented.”*!

Indeed, few had a more acute sense than did most Zionists that the “old
ways” had come crashing down. The ancient Jewish “spiritual stronghoids,”
poet Hayim Nahman Bialik explained somewhere between lament and cele-
bration, “stood not firm on the day of wrath; by the decree of history they are
crumbled and razed to the foundations and our people is left standing empty-
handed upon their ruins.” Bialik would surely have concurred with Hobsbawm
that this collapse had been the precondition for the kind of new cultural cre-
ativity in which he himself was a veritable icon. “Amid the ruins of those
hallowed structures,” he added, however, there are “many sound and beautiful
stones that can and ought to be foundation stones of our new edifice.”*?

In his study of what he has called the “sacred sources of national identity,”
Anthony D. Smith laments the fact that the “length of time spans involved, and
the paucity and gaps in our historical records, make it almost impossible to
establish anything like a general causal-historical sequence that could dem-
onstrate how certain ‘religious’ beliefs, rituals, and motifs were transformed
into particular ‘national’ ideologies and identities over a range of cases.”*
Indeed, such direct causality is difficult to chart clearly in any study of cultural
evolution, whether that culture is the product of self-conscious production or
of less deliberate developments. Smith’s difficulty in this regard, however,
is in part the result of the magisterial scope of his study, in which he at-
tempts to follow the trails of such “sacred sources” in an imposingly broad
range of national movements. Striking out on a more limited path, this book
examines one such movement at a relatively brief (if dynamic and formative)
historical moment in the hope that such an approach will allow if not a
sweeping theoretical recasting of nationalism, then a window that might offer
meaningful insights into the workings of the interrelationships between a tra-
ditional religiosity and the new sacralities of a modern nationalism.

Further complicating this intricate mesh of continuity and rupture that
went into the making of Zionist sensibilities is the fact that even where rupture
itself is concerned, Zionism’s break was not only with traditional Judaism.
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Although this break has often been the focus of attention, the other Zionist
revolt—against those very processes of secularization that had engulfed the
Jewish world in the preceding century and against Haskalah in particular—
has, to be sure, been taken for granted but examined only cursorily. Of course,
this revolt also owed its very being to the object from which it sought release.
Notwithstanding the lingering impact of maskilic thinking in a great deal of
early Zionism, Zionism'’s longing for a return to Jewish myth was a rejection
of what activists saw as the rationalist Judaism of the Haskalah. More than
this, if the efforts by some previous maskilic-oriented trends to supplant my-
thology in a reconfigured Judaism was integrally bound with their move away
from a connection to the Holy Land, Zionism’s revolt against these is to be
found (among other places) in its return to a mythical ritual planted firmly in a
specifically Jewish land. Zionism’s revolution, in other words, was also a sec-
ularized revolt against the processes of Jewish secularization just as much as it
was a revolt against traditional religiosity. Its paradoxical claim to be both a
revolutionary new departure in Jewish history and, at the same time, the only
true representation of Jewishness in the modern world stemmed directly from
this dual nature of its revolt.

Although in many ways an outgrowth of the specifics of the Jewish situ-
ation in Europe—and of particular understandings of it—this paradox too was
not unlike similar paradoxes found in other nationalist movements. The very
birth of the modern nation, as one important study has shown, grew “simul-
taneously out of, and in opposition to, Christian systems of belief.” The nation
was the product of an ambitious attempt by its architects “to address one of the
great problems of modernity: how to keep [the] community from tearing itself
apart without surrendering moral authority to priests.”** To create the civic
harmony they sought, the nation’s engineers set out to furnish their com-
munity with a common language, beliefs, and customs—in short, a shared
national culture. This too was the motivation of the would-be creators of the
new Jewish nation in Palestine, who faced similar dilemmas and fears of total
communal disintegration. For while they spoke in the name of a Jewish nation,
Zionism’s cultural activists were haunted by a profound sense that whatever
shards of Jewish religious and traditional culture remained, Jews were entirely
lacking in virtually all of the characteristics of modern nationhood. Their
project, consequently, was a total—and a totalizing—one. And it is in part this
nature of their undertaking that informs my own conceptualization of culture
in this book and the way I have sought to study it historically.

Culture—especially, perhaps, in the sense in which I am employing it
here—is a notoriously slippery term, and there is without doubt some validity
in the hesitancy that exists in some quarters to turn to it as a means of shed-
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ding light on human societies and their histories. The danger of obfuscation
does bedevil the study of culture, and I approach it not without awareness of
the objection that “religious beliefs, rituals, knowledge, moral values, the arts,
rhetorical genres, and so on should be separated out from each other rather
than bound together into a single bundle labeled culture.”** To be sure, in
order not to lose sight of the contradictions and disjunctions that inhere in
people’s lives, it is essential to deconstruct the complexes of “culture.” In order
not to be left with mere informational debris, on the other hand, that de-
construction must be followed up by an act of re-construction whose task it is
“to trace how these symbols and practices mutually sustain each other as an
integrated whole.”* It would be at great cost that culture would be rejected as
a subject of historical inquiry and as a powerful force in history. Religious be-
lief, ritual, the arts (to name a few) are all, to be sure, discrete aspects of hu-
man life. They are also usually interrelated, however, by a range of common
conceptual paradigms, aesthetic sensibilities, and a more or less clearly artic-
ulated metaphysic or cosmology. To ignore these interconnections would be to
forego a deeper understanding of the worldviews and mentalities that often
underlie people’s religious beliefs, values, the art they create, the clothing they
don, the languages they speak and how they speak them, and the ways in
which they imagine and present themselves. In this vein, the following chap-
ters first dismantle terms, concepts, and ideas that informed the construction
of the Yishuv's culture and then reconstruct the ways in which they were used
as elements in the construction of a new whole. The conscious effort that took
place in the Yishuv to generate and redesign both the component parts and the
whole makes this effort at cultural reconstruction both possible and enticing.
This book, then, is an attempt to understand the construction of a new
Hebrew national culture in the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine, based on the as-
sumption that it is indeed possible for the historian to meaningfully (if within
limitations) study “the way ordinary people made sense of the world . . . [and] to
uncover their cosmology, to show how they organized reality in their minds
and expressed it in their behavior.”>” By highlighting the Zionist effort to
produce a national cosmology that would re-shape thinking and behavior alike,
I hope this book will contribute to a thickening and a layering of our under-
standing of what culture was in the Yishuv and what it meant to those activists
who used the term unhesitatingly as a pivotal concept for the revolution they
were trying to effect in Jewish life. More than this, since this was the case of a
culture that was being very deliberately and self-consciously constructed, the
Yishuv’s cultural development offers a singular opportunity to examine cul-
tural change and to go beyond actions and their meanings, even beyond their
network of interconnections, into the very heart of a process by which that
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mesh changed over time, through the primary engine of human agency. This
book seeks a cultural history that goes beyond descriptions of “being” for
which it at times settles by looking at the history of Jewish Palestine’s national
culture as a multifaceted process of cultural “becoming.”*® Notwithstanding its
contradictions, oppositions, and divergences—those that persisted and those
that first emerged in the process—a distinct culture was very plainly in the
process of “becoming” and, by the outbreak of the First World War, was already
charting a perceptible course toward increasing hegemony in the Jewish
Yishuv in Palestine.

Before attempting to understand how this came about, however, a few words
on why it was undertaken in the first place.

The fundamental impetus for Zionism’s effort to bring about this radical
transformation of Jewish life had sprung from a prevailing notion that Jewish
life was anomalous, flawed, and even diseased. The Jewish people, as some
conventional wisdom would have it, was “without any true culture, and espe-
cially without any culture of its own.”*® During the century or so prior to the
emergence of modern Zionism, moreover, the groundwork had been laid for
the reception of such critiques within Jewish discourse, after having originated
in the non-Jewish world. The dramatic changes in Europe’s political and
economic structures and in its regnant philosophies and ideologies brought
with them a veritable revolution in the position that Jews held in European
societies and in the manner in which Jews and Judaism were perceived. This
was accompanied by internal transformations in the structures of traditional
Jewish society and by the emergence of a spectrum of new ideologies and
worldviews based in changing understandings of Judaism itself.*°

Beginning with the very earliest Jewish responses to the enlightenment
and the promise of emancipation, much of European Jewish history can be
understood as a succession of divergent attempts at a reconstitution of Jewish
society and culture. In the latter part of the nineteenth century, the drive for
reconstitution was given added force and urgency by the now ubiquitous
anxiety regarding the threat of social and racial degeneration, in which the Jews
were heavily implicated, and in whose context they were assumed to suffer
from a wide range of particularly acute physical, mental, and nervous disor-
ders. By the twilight of the century, then, the traditional culture of European
Jewry, along with its social structures, had been under sustained attack—from
without and now from within—for a good century and a half.

Nowhere in the Jewish context was the imagery of Jewish decline more
strident than in Zionist thinking, where literary, social, and cultural critics
produced a virtually endless litany of warnings regarding the potentially ter-
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minal nature of the Jewish disease. While their bleak diagnoses emerged to
some degree in response to the rise of modern anti-Semitism and to the new
waves of anti-Jewish violence that erupted in the early 1880s and then again in
the spring of 1903, many of Zionism’s leading diagnosticians pointed pri-
marily inward. Traditional Jewish culture, many of them argued, was in its very
essence a reflection of the Jews’ own loss of vital life force.

In one 1903 speech—which sparked a decade-long literary controversy—
Hebrew writer Shai Hurwitz proposed that, given their state of decline and
crisis, Judaism and the Jewish people had neither prospects nor the right for
continued existence.*’ In his address to the sixth Zionist Congress, Israel
Zangwill gave this notion graphic and rather pungent illustration. One might
admit, he conceded, that at the time of the destruction of the Second Temple,
Rabbi Yohanan Ben Zakkai had saved Judaism by transferring its center to the
city of Yavneh and establishing what would become rabbinic Judaism. “Per-
haps,” however, Zangwill conjectured, if Ben-Zakkai “could have foreseen the
eighteen centuries of tragedy of which even [the pogrom in] Kishineff is not the
end...he would have preferred to die in Jerusalem with the Jewish patriots
than escape alive to the Roman camp in his coffin.” More than anything else,
he continued, that coffin “was an ominous symbol of the living death that was
to be his people’s future.. . even as the decaying meat by which Ben Zakkai
simulated the odor of the corpse has proved symbolic of the ill-odor in which
his luckless people were to live henceforth in lands not their own.”*?

It was an all but universal Zionist axiom that at the very foundation of
the Jewish disease was the condition of galut (exile)—an existential and psy-
chical state that penetrated more deeply than the mere fact that Jews lived, as
Zangwill had said, in “lands not their own.” Like the individual spirit, which
cannot endure without a body, as author Micha Yosef Berdichevsky wrote, so a
nation’s culture “cannot exist without a territorial, land-based national foun-
dation, without a tangible social-historical well from which the spirit and the
body can draw.”*? If a sense that the nation was on its deathbed had attended
the very birth of modern nationalism,** a widespread image of the Jews as
perhaps the most gravely diseased and dying of all lent this trope particular
force in Zionism.

It was this assessment that led Zionism, like earlier Jewish responses to
the crises of modernity, on the path of attempting to reconstitute Jewish cul-
ture and the meaning of being Jewish in the moderm world. And given the
severity of its diagnosis of Jewish disease, its prescription for a remedy envi-
sioned sweeping change. The Zionist call for a physical relocation of the Jews
from Europe to Palestine was but the first step in a fundamental spiritual,
mental, and cultural transformation. Only through an urgently needed and
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radical transfiguration of every aspect of the Jews’ being—from the language
they spoke to the holidays they celebrated (and the ways in which they cele-
brated them), to the art they created, the songs they sang, the clothing they
wore, and the very shape and comportment of their body—would the Jews be-
come a modern nation; and only by becoming one would they be able to save
themselves from their disease and, ultimately, from themselves.

According to its own self-understanding, then, Zionism claimed to speak
in the name of a nation that either did not yet exist or existed no longer,
teetering as it was on the brink of national death.** To Zionism'’s activists in
Palestine, generating culture therefore meant generating the nation itself.
Anxious and urgent complaints that “we do not yet have a real Hebrew nation
in our Hebrew land™*é relentlessly clung to virtually every cultural undertak-
ing, acting at once as a spur to action and as a source of near despair. De-
termined “to nationalize Israel,”’ the Yishuv’s activists considered themselves
to be “in the thick of creation ... transporting stones for the new building.”*®
The nation they would create was, consequently, both eminently new and un-
easily heir to traditional Jewish discourses and cultures, albeit in very fractured
and collapsed form. Its culture was a mélange, composed of elements taken
from a wide range of sources. In addition to the broken building blocks of the
Jewish world (themselves subject, of course, to conflicting uses and under-
standings), ideas and aesthetic sensibilities adopted from European nationalist
and labor ideologies mingled with romantic imagery of Arab and Bedouin
culture and with the imprint of an unprecedented kind of contact with the
language and daily lives of Palestine’s Arabs, as well as with Jewish ethnic
diversity.

At times in competition and at others in synthesis, these sources of in-
spiration and influence informed discrete cultural projects undertaken in the
Yishuv, the underlying infrastructure of shared imagery and impulses that
would serve to bring them together into an overarching cultural endeavor, and
the ways in which that developing culture would respond to changing histor-
ical circumstances. Political events, economic fluctuations, and wars interacted
with perceptions, ideas, worldviews, and individual motivations, all mutually
affecting one another and ultimately helping to generate the sets of symbols,
beliefs and values, rituals, customs, holidays (restyled or entirely novel), music,
and art that were all imagined to be rooted in the physical and cultural soil of
Palestine and that together made up the culture of the Jewish Yishuv.

In the absence of state or governmental mechanisms to solidify and dissemi-
nate these elements of culture, a range of institutional structures was created
in the Yishuv to function in their stead. Throughout the years covered in this
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book, the Yishuv saw the growth—and, after 1908, a veritable explosion—of
educational institutions (from kindergartens to the seeds of higher education),
community centers, a national museum, music academies, health organiza-
tions, professional associations, journals, publishing houses, libraries, and
more—all designed to clothe ideas and images in the form of concrete insti-
tutions and practices. Although they were often the products of individual
initiative and reflected a broad spectrum of outlooks and cultural priorities,
both the institutional frameworks and the guiding symbolism of these dispa-
rate undertakings were made to be intricately interwoven and ultimately coa-
lesced to form the cultural underpinnings of the budding national entity. A new
public space was created that served as the basis for an unprecedented Jewish
life in Palestine, with far-reaching ramifications for the very meaning of Jew-
ishness in the modern world. And a new national Jew who had been envisaged
by Zionist thinkers in Europe seemed to be materializing in Palestine, at once
engendered by and engendering the national culture.

The transformation was conspicuous enough to be plainly visible to con-
temporaries. When Ahad Ha’am (pen name of Asher Ginsberg), remembered
as the father of “spiritual” or “cultural” Zionism and the champion of the
“spiritual center” in Palestine, returned from a visit there in 1912, his earlier
skepticism was replaced by a new (admittedly cautious) optimism. He could
now write that “the road to the ultimate goal remains long, but even the simple
eye can already see it on the distant horizon.”*® Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, another
pessimist, who in 1903 had cautioned that the Jews were a people toward
whom “the angel of national death has already turned his terrible gaze,”*®
would by 1914 be celebrating the fact that, as he wrote, “there is today a Hebrew
nation” in Palestine.®!

Not all, of course, were quite as pleased with the transformations engen-
dered by Zionist activity, and in spite of its advancing hegemony, Zionist
culture continued to face opposition from without and conflicts and contra-
dictions from within. The country’s ultraorthodox community, particularly its
center in Jerusalem, was frequently incensed by the advance of a more or less
secular Hebrew culture, and even such seemingly innocent acts as the 1903
establishment of a Hebrew kindergarten in Jerusalem could invoke the wrath
of the city’s Ashkenazi rabbis, who went so far as to proclaim a ban on it. Arab
opposition to Zionist activity also increased and intensified in response to the
accelerating pace of change that Zionism was bringing about in the Palestinian
landscape. Although the Arabs’ opposition focused chiefly on Jewish immi-
gration and land purchases, the advance and impact of Zionist culture in
Palestine also found echoes in a changing perception of the Jew in the Arab
world and among the Arabs of Palestine in particular—and contributed to the
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rapidly deteriorating relations between the two groups. By the outbreak of the
First World War, the clash between Jews and Arabs in Palestine would reach
the level of a full-fledged (if still small-scale) national conflict. Both the reli-
gious conflicts with the ultraorthodox and the national conflict with the Arabs
would in turn have their own profound impact on the Zionist activity that had
generated them and on the future directions in which Zionist culture devel-
oped, down to the present day.

The prewar decade—or decade and a half —was very much a time frame
that was on the cusp: on the brink of a new international order in which
Palestine’s status would be dramatically altered and in which the conflict be-
tween Jews and Arabs there would quickly take on a central position; on the
threshold of the emergence of a new national entity (or two); and at the in-
ception of a new generation of Jewish youth in Palestine, which was both the
product and the bearer of a new culture. Palestine’s youth would in turn seek to
give new form to the cultural undertaking begun by their parents and to shape
it in their own image—one that was often markedly different from that envi-
sioned by their parents’ generation in eastern Europe. The generational tran-
sition, consequently, also marked a critical transition in discourse—from one
that was in constant dialogue with Jewish tradition and sought to recast exe-
gesis as a means of reshaping community, to one for which recasting often
ended up meaning casting out. This evolution of discourse and praxis—the
changing language of the Yishuv’s public sphere—spawned tensions in the very
fabric of the cultural project, and the Yishuv’s youth now also became the tar-
gets of sometimes bitter criticism, often voiced by precisely those for whom
the emergence of a young new Hebrew had been the highest goal. A growing
unease in the relationship between the Yishuv and the Jewish Diaspora con-
sequently became another salient manifestation of these cultural growing
pains and elicited a host of (often still lingering) questions regarding center
and periphery in the Jewish world, as cultural and demographic foci were
shifting both conceptually and geographically.

These strains and ideological uncertainties, and the discord they fomented in
Palestine, mark the first section (chapters 2— 4) of the book. The discordant and
even acrimonious climate in the Yishuv over the implications of the territorial
question for Zionism in Palestine, and a consequent impulse to work toward
cultural and social homogenization served as the twin axes of Zionist cultural
work during these years.

The second section (chapters § and 6) is marked by the combined impact
of demographic change that was beginning to be felt, the founding and initial
maturation of some important cultural institutions, and a degree of resolution
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of some of the deeper ideological rifts. The Zionist Movement's rejection of the
Uganda scheme and of any other territorial possibilities outside of Palestine at
the Seventh Zionist Congress in 1905 set the backdrop for developments in
Palestine in subsequent years. Indeed, beyond the greater clarity that it af-
forded Zionist ideology itself, this decision led to an unprecedented devotion of
Zionist resources to Palestine and to an exponential intensification of involve-
ment by the Zionist Organization in the development of the Yishuv. Per-
haps the earliest and clearest manifestation of this new approach was the ZO’s
part in the establishment of the Bezalel art museum and school in 1906. The
founding of the “Palestine office” in 1908—the first full-fledged official Zi-
onist representation in that land—gave this process a fuller and more official
seal and became an important vehicle for ever-increasing Zionist involvement
in all aspects of activity (and life) in Palestine. The very existence of these new
Zionist institutions opened up new possibilities for the creation of culture
and helped to evoke new themes around which cultural activity revolved.

By 1906, moreover, the wave of immigration that had begun to trickle in
in late 1903 began to take on a tenuous group identity (or identities) and to
assert itself as a new national voice and a distinct force in the nationalization
project. Increasingly influential groups of young immigrants formed their
own, usually labor-oriented, associations and proclaimed themselves—often in
explicit opposition to the more veteran residents and activists—as a new van-
guard of Zionist activity and of the nation itself. Their self-assertion as the
authentic voice of the nascent nation in Palestine, however, happened to co-
incide with the coming of age of the Yishuv’s first native-born generation and it
therefore did not go unchallenged. This generation of young men and women
raised in the early “New Yishuv” colonies>? also produced several vocal activists
and organizations whose cultural predispositions and visions often differed
sharply from those of the Labor-Zionist immigrants. They voiced a competing
claim for the title of “native” and the position of vanguard, which the recently
arrived immigrant upstarts, as they appeared to them, seemed to have usurped.
It was a competition not only over power and leadership in the nation-to-be but
also over what it meant to belong to or to represent that nation and to be a
native of its land, and ultimately over how that nation was to be shaped.

The Young Turk revolution in the summer of 19o8—with the fresh pos-
sibilities it seemed at first to offer and the new challenges it posed to Zionist
activity—provides the setting for the final section of the book (chapters 7-10).
During this period a sense began to emerge that the Jewish community of
Palestine was becoming an identifiable national entity and that the founda-
tions for a national culture that was decidedly its own were already in place.
This changing self-awareness, accompanied by shifting perceptions of the
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Yishuv from without (by Palestine’s Arabs, the Orthodox community, and
Jewish communities abroad) transformed the relations between disparate
groups within the Yishuv, as well as their dealings with others. By the end of
this period, cut off unexpectedly by the outbreak of a world war, the Yishuv was
clearly a budding national entity, boasting a unique Hebrew culture and a wide
range of distinctive cultural expressions that would in later years become cen-
tral pieces in a sweeping transformation of Jewishness in the modem world.
The following chapters are an attempt to understand how that happened.
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Babels and Assemblies

Zionism in the Demographic and Cultural
Patchwork of Palestine

Looking back at the Jewish Yishuv of Palestine near the turn of the
twentieth century, Hebrew educator David Yudilovitz likened its
population to “the human material at the time of the building of the
Tower of Babel.”! A veteran Hovev Zion [Lover of Zion]? and long-
time nationalist activist and teacher in the agricultural colony of
Rishon Le-Tzion (established in 1882), Yudilovitz, who had immi-
grated to Palestine with the celebrated BILU? in 1882, was part of a
small circle in the Yishuv that was devoted to transforming this
mélange into what they hoped would be a unified and homogenous
national whole. The ultimate goal of their activity was the creation of
a national culture that would effectively reshape Palestine’s Jewish
community and, along with it, the very meaning of being Jewish in the
modern world. By the outbreak of the First World War, after little
more than a decade of particularly intense activity, the foundations
and infrastructure of just such a culture had been created and were
fixed in place. It was a culture that was in many senses both a re-
action against and a direct outgrowth of a number of salient fac-
tors in Jewish life around the turn of the century, including a profound
sense of crisis in the Yishuv itself and throughout the Jewish world.
For those Jews who pinned their hopes for a reconstitution of Jew-
ishness on a transfer of the geographical center of gravity in Jew-

ish life to Palestine, the diversity—or disunity, as many saw it—of
Palestine’s Jewish community stood out as a leading source of
dissatisfaction.
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While the sense of crisis and despair that characterized the Yishuv in these
early years of the twentieth century is a well-documented and familiar feature
of both memoirs and historical works, its centrality as a focal point for na-
tionalist attentions has not been fully appreciated, and the manner in which it
became part of the engine of cultural work has consequently not been probed.
In fact, the national culture that the Yishuv’s activists would conceive and
whose infrastructure they would then lay during the prewar decade was en-
visaged in large measure as a homogenizing corrective to this ethnic, cultural,
and linguistic heterogeneity.

The final two decades of the nineteenth century had, of course, already

brought substantial change to the small Jewish Yishuv. Between the early 1880s,
when Jewish emigration from eastern Europe began to become a mass pheno-
menon, and the turn of the twentieth century, successive waves of immigration
(known collectively in Zionist historiography as “the first Aliya™) combined
with certain modernizing tendencies among some of the more veteran resi-
dents of Jewish Palestine to plant the first seeds of a modem Jewish nation-
alism in Palestine’s soil. Although early stirrings of Jewish nationalist thought
and even some early trickles of immigration to Palestine came earlier, an im-
portant impetus for this influx of Jews from eastern Europe and for the broader
wave of emigration of which it was a part was provided by the pogroms that
swept through Russia beginning in 1881. This was also the birth of Hibbat Zion
[Love of Zion], which combined nationalist tendencies and a longing for a Jew-
ish cultural renaissance with the already prevalent ideas of productivization
and a Jewish retumn to the land. While a significant number of the immigrants
who arrived during the years after 1881 were virtually indistinguishable from
those traditional Jews who had made their way to Palestine for primarily re-
ligious reasons in earlier decades, the new ideas of Hibbat Zion—mingled at
times with the influence of eastern Europe’s social and political revolutionary
ferment—were also brought to the shores of Jaffa by a sufficiently significant
number of immigrants to begin to change the Yishuv’s cultural, religious,
intellectual, ideological, occupational, and political profile. By the turn of the
century, not only had the Yishuv doubled in size—from approximately 26,000~
30,000 Jews who resided in Palestine prior to the first Aliya, to some §5,000*—
but the new immigrants, as well as the new ideas they brought with them, had
begun to have a discemible impact: Twenty-eight new Jewish agricultural col-
onies had been established throughout Palestine, and these were now home to
some 5,000 Jews. In them, moreover—and in the cities as well, among which
Jaffa was now emerging as a new center of modern Jewish life>—initial steps
had been taken toward the creation of cultural and educational institutions of
a dramatically new kind.®
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A small network of schools based on the budding national idea, in which
Hebrew was becoming an ever-more central pedagogical vehicle, now pep-
pered the country and provided for the education of a generation of Palestine-
bom Jewish colonists who, with the advent of the twentieth century, were
beginning to come of age. Outside the schools, Hebrew was just beginning
to be spoken as a language of daily use in what were assuredly limited but
growing circles, and attempts were being made to incorporate the language
into many realms of cultural creativity—from children’s poetry to amateur the-
ater, to a Hebrew-language literature and journalism. In the words of one study
of the literature that grew out of this period in the Yishuv, these subtle yet
dramatic changes in the physical, linguistic, and mental landscape reflected
the initial steps toward “inventing a land [and)] inventing a people.”” Indeed,
the demographic, economic, ideological, and cultural transformations that be-
gan as the nineteenth century waned soon became the foundations for the
cultural (and other) undertakings that would all but revolutionize the Yishuv,
the physical and cultural landscape of Palestine, and much of Jewish life itself
in the subsequent decade and a half until the outbreak of the First World War.
The beginnings, however, were rocky and slow. And the prospects, as the cen-
tury was rounding the corner, seemed gloomy indeed.

Late Ottoman Palestine was divided into a number of distinct administra-
tive regions, among which the traditionalist pre-1881 Jewish community,
known by the new settlers and the historiographical literature alike as the “Old
Yishuv,” constituted some six to seven percent of the overall population of
the country,® and was concentrated in the four “holy” cities of Jerusalem,
Safed, Tiberias, and Hebron. The economic structure of the Old Yishuv was
based largely on the financial support of the Jewish Diaspora, distributed
in Palestine through a system known as haluka (literally, “distribution” or
“dispensation”).

No single community organization represented Palestine’s Jews, who were
divided by much more than the Ottoman administrative boundaries. One of
the most palpable rifts was that which divided Jews of differing ethnicity
and country of origin. This was immediately perceptible—literally audible—in
the multilingual sounds that rang through the land, where one might hear
Yiddish, Russian, Rumanian, and Ladino, along with Arabic and the official
Turkish intermingled even in a single conversation. Limited use of Hebrew
helped at times to facilitate communication between the distinct Jewish
groups.’ This ethnic-linguistic multiplicity was reflected, moreover, in the
organizational structures that served to administer the religious, economic,
and social life of the disparate groups that constituted the Yishuv. Each of
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these was represented by a distinct kolel, or community organization, in which
affiliation—and, perhaps far more importantly, distribution of haluka funds—
was determined by country of origin.

Organizational diffusion and cultural diversity were further accentuated
by the physical distances and geographical variations and barriers that sepa-
rated one part of Palestine from another. A resident of the “Judean” colony of
Petah Tikva, for example, with its proximity to Jaffa and its international
seaport on one side and to Jerusalem on the other, was likely to reside in a world
markedly different from that inhabited by a northern Galilean in the compar-
atively isolated colony of Rosh Pina. The country’s technological underdevelop-
ment accentuated these differences by making these distances larger than its
actual physical dimensions might have suggested.

The Ottoman Empire’s political position in the international arena (and in
particular the intense involvement of foreign consulates and representatives in
the Holy Land), acted as another divisive factor that left a deep imprint on the
Jewish community. Many of the Jews who immigrated to Palestine chose to
remain under the protective auspices of the consulates that represented their
countries of origin rather than become Ottoman subjects—a possibility facil-
itated and to some degree encouraged by the system of “capitulations” that
afforded these foreign consulates tremendous powers.'® In addition to the
fragmentation of political loyalties and the multiplicity of legal systems that
resulted from this, the international presence in Palestine was manifested in a
wide range of nongovernmental institutions funded and operated by organi-
zations based in various European countries. These included an imposing
number of Jewish and non-Jewish philanthropies, as well as the churches,
missions, hospitals, educational institutions, and research centers that they
established. One of the most influential of these in its impact on the Jewish
community was the French-Jewish Alliance Israélite Universelle, established
in Paris in 1860. The Alliance was very active in education throughout the
Ottoman Empire and provided its students in Palestine and elsewhere with
an education that was oriented toward French language and culture.! In the
early twentieth century, the German-Jewish Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden,
founded in Berlin in 1901, quickly emerged as another powerful factor in the
Yishuv when it established a number of important educational institutions in
Palestine that were oriented toward German language and culture. The smaller
(although more veteran) German-Jewish Esra Verein, established in 1884 in
Berlin, was involved in a number of colonization and educational activities
in Palestine beginning in the late nineteenth century.!? And the “Odessa
Committee”—the central organ of the Hovevei Zion, established in 189o—
with its Hebraist-nationalist orientation, was also involved in education and
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other activities in Palestine (albeit within the confines of considerable financial
constraints).'?

The residents of the new colonies established during the first Aliya, as well
as the no less significant new additions to Palestine’s cities, often chose not to
join the existing Jewish administrative structures but to seek instead their own
organizational frameworks, which would reflect their search for a new basis for
Jewish life in Palestine. Two decades after the establishment of the first agri-
cultural colonies, however—up until the early years of the twentieth century—
Palestine’s numerous disjunctive forces proved a formidable obstacle to the
homogenizing impulse that lay at the basis of such organizational efforts, and
attempts to establish organizational unity among Palestine’s Jews were con-
sistently frustrated.

This was due in part to the encounter between the new ideas regarding
Jewish life that had come in large measure (but by no means exclusively) from
Europe along with the immigrants, and the longstanding local traditions and
deeply entrenched institutional structures that were in place in the Jewish
community in Palestine. Many of the would-be changes the Zionist (or proto-
Zionist) immigrants sought to effect met with opposition from more conser-
vative and traditionalist segments of the population, who were troubled by the
threat to the haluka system, which seemed to be implicitly inherent in the call
for “productivization,” and by the freer attitude toward Jewish law and practice
that some of the immigrants adopted. Their sense of the potential threat to the
Yishuv’s traditional way of life was exacerbated by the host of new predica-
ments raised by the existence of Jewish agriculture and agricultural workers in
Palestine—something that had been all but entirely absent since ancient times.
Such tension, as well as the potential challenge to traditional Jewish law, came
to the surface as early as 1888-1889, a sabbatical year according to the Jewish
calendar, during which the land is to lie fallow.'* While such sabbatical years
recur in seven-year cycles, this tradition had been of little practical significance
and had itself effectively been lying fallow during the centuries when there was
no Jewish agriculture in Palestine. Its reintroduction by the new colonists
therefore precipitated a combined religious, social, and political strain that cut
across other dividing lines in the Yishuv and foreshadowed tensions that would
become salient distinguishing features of the Zionist enterprise in Palestine
and, later, in the state of Israel down to the present day. The divisive power of
religious predicaments—and, by extension, divergences over the very nature
of Jewish culture in Palestine—not only separated the traditional communi-
ties of the four holy cities (Jerusalem, Tiberius, Hebron, and Safed) from the
new colonists but also frequently marked one colony off from another and at
times strained social relations even within a single colony.'®
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In addition to the challenges to Jewish tradition that the changing Jewish
landscape of Palestine entailed, the social and ethnic fabric of the Yishuv had
undergone evident changes in the final two decades of the nineteenth century.
The ethnic mixture that had characterized Yishuv society had been further
diversified by immigration from far-flung parts of the world, and the increased
ethnic diversity often meant intensified distinctions, social disparities, and
intergroup tensions. The immigration that brought with it the new agricul-
tural colonists hailed from different parts of eastern Europe, and contempo-
raneous waves of immigration from other parts of the Jewish world—from the
Maghreb and Yemen, among the most conspicuous of them—brought groups
different in looks and dress, language, traditions, and customs. These groups
were separated not only by linguistic barriers but also by deeply ingrained
cultural and psychological cleavages that, as is often the case, were frequently
accompanied by mutual suspicion and prejudice. “We are accustomed on a
daily basis,” one letter to the editor of a Jerusalem newspaper complained, “to
hearing such words in our streets as ‘frank’ and ‘Shknaz’ [derogatory terms for
Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews respectively]...[and] Ashkenazi women cau-
tioning their friends not to buy ‘Frankish meat.’ * Written by a local Sephardic
wagon driver, the impetus for the letter had been provided by an incident in
which two Ashkenazi women had hired his services, thinking him to be of
European origin “since I speak the Ashkenazic Jargon [Yiddish]).” Upon dis-
covering his true ethnicity, they chose immediately to disembark. Having lost
this source of livelihood, the writer concluded, “I cursed the day on which I was
born to my Sephardic mother.”®

Amplifying the impact these cultural gaps could have on the lives of
Palestine’s Jews, the ethnic divide was built firmly into the Yishuv’s most
important organizational, social, and economic institutions since the distri-
butional axis of the haluka system was the complex of ethnically based kolelim
(plural of kolel, the principal form of community organization and fund dis-
tribution). These organizational frameworks underwent repeated schisms, as
groups determined to ensure receipt of funds from their respective countries of
origin seceded from the larger bodies. Much of the haluka money came from
European Jewish communities, and distribution of the funds in Palestine took
place according to these geographic lines. This was one reason for Zionist
criticism of haluka as a contributing factor in the ethnic division and social
inequality of Jewish Palestine, particularly since immigrants from more des-
titute countries such as Yemen and Persia (often deeply impoverished after
their arrival in Palestine as well) benefited little from the influx of funds, which
were dwindling in any case. Instead of the ethnically based distribution, one
Zionist critic complained, the funds ought instead to be used to erect “welfare
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institutions [for] all of the Jews of our city, in complete intermixture.” Such a
policy, he argued, would not only alleviate some of the city’s misery but also
begin to “create true unity, the future Hebrew masses.”!” This desire to create
“Hebrew masses,” living together in a Hebrew public sphere, was the funda-
mental Zionist reaction not only to the perceived inequities of the haluka-based
economy but also to all of the deep divisions running through the Yishuv.

Indeed, if the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine had been fragmented and dis-
united at the outset of the first Aliya, this continued to be the case by the time
that wave of immigration had waned and given way to a sense of decline in the
closing years of the nineteenth century. Fueled, moreover, by a profound sense
of economic, moral, and demographic crisis, immigration was now all but
replaced by an increase in emigration from Palestine. On January 1, 1900, the
first day of the new century, Baron Edmund Rothschild, who had provided
many of the colonies with a lifeline of financial and organizational support,
transferred those colonies that were under his patronage into the hands of the
Jewish Colonization Association (JCA). Motivated in large measure by the
Yishuv’s economic crisis, this action deepened the sense of malaise and anxiety
within the Yishuv.!® Although the baron’s paternalistic managerial style had
been the target of considerable criticism, the removal of this crucial backing
seemed both an indication of disillusionment with the Yishuv's prospects and
a catalyst in exacerbating its crisis. The expectation that the JCA would demand
greater efficiency in running the agricultural farms, particularly given their
already existing economic difficulties, led to the dismissal of hundreds of
workers, further aggravating the economic and demographic plight of those
years. “The ships arriving at Jaffa,” one concerned resident related, “carry no
new healthy Jews coming to settle in Palestine, whereas every ship sailing away
from Jaffa takes with it many able hands from among the Yishuv’s sons.”?
Never, he wrote in one of the Zionist world’s leading Hebrew periodicals, “has
the Yishuv raised such deep concern about its future as at this time.”%°

An overall sense now prevailed that, from the high hopes it had at first
raised, the “New Yishuv” had entered into a reality of stagnation and decline.
Writing of the effect of the crisis on the country’s Hebrew schools, Itamar Ben-
Avi, one of the founders of modern Hebrew journalism in the country, recalled
that “but a few short years ago [they had] still raised hopes that they will provide
us with a Hebrew-speaking generation.” Now, he wrote, the schools serve as
testament to the “indifference to the Hebrew language” of many of Palestine’s
Jews and to the general decline and “darkening skies” that were, to him, the
natural consequences of this apathy.?! While there were differing diagnoses of
the problem, there was little disagreement that, in the piercing words of an-
other veteran activist, “we who are known as the members of the New Yishuv
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have grown old, and an odor of decay has spread around us—despair and
impotence.”?

These very public comments and open letters proved to be an important
source of information on the Yishuv for its European well-wishers, and the
bleak picture they painted was echoed and reinforced in private correspon-
dence and the personal accounts of those who had left. Even when a new trickle
of immigration began to arrive in late 1903 in the wake of the Kishinev po-
grom, one private letter from Palestine lamented that, given the situation
there, most of those newcomers “flee for a range of reasons. By the end of the
first week after their arrival, they already regret having come, and admit so
openly.”?

Such reports on the air of despondency in the Yishuv further fanned the
flames of frustration and made it a centerpiece of Zionist thinking on Pales-
tine and its prospects as the soil for national rebirth. In the summer of 1903,
when Russian Zionist leader Menahem Ussishkin attempted to launch a
major thrust toward organizational unity through the projected creation of a
Yishuv-wide umbrella organization, he defined it in large measure as a re-
sponse precisely to these intersecting lines of divisiveness. The separation into
“Ashkenazim, Sephardim, Yemenites, Persians, Georgians, Bucharians,
Moroccans,” Ussishkin declared, could no longer be tolerated. “All of these,”
he wrote, “must instead be included under the term ‘the Hebrew Yishuv
[Yishuv Ivri] in Palestine.’ ” The Yishuv's increase in size and its continued lack
of cohesion, he argued, mandated that an organization be founded that would
concern itself with all of the affairs of that Hebrew community.?*

Ussishkin’s undertaking, to be sure, was by no means the first attempt to
provide the Yishuv with a unifying umbrella organization, nor did the explicitly
Zionist tone of the convention he called in the colony of Zichron Ya’akov plant
itself in virgin—or, for that matter, uncontested—soil. As early as 1891, the
Hebrew teachers of the then still fairly young agricultural colonies had made
an attempt to establish an organization to facilitate communication and re-
duce their isolation from one another. Although the “Teachers’ Assembly” they
founded then continued to exist formally for the next five years, it held only
sporadic and poorly attended meetings, finally disbanding in 1896.% In 1894,
Hillel Joffe, a prominent physician and activist in Palestine, made another
short-lived attempt at coordinated activity.® As the crisis in the Yishuv deep-
ened and the community’s efforts at organization consistently collapsed, a del-
egation of Russian Hovevei Zion arrived in 1899 and 1900 and—accustomed
to a relationship of paternalistic protection, which would soon become a source
of ire for many of Palestine’s Jews—proposed a substantive reorganization of
the Yishuv's institutions.”’” The first move toward an explicitly Zionist local
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organization that would unite the various Zionist associations that had been
established in Palestine since the first Zionist Congress was undertaken in
1902, with the founding of the Va’ad ha-Agudot ha-Tzioniot ha-Me’uhadot be-
Eretz Yisra'el [Committee of United Zionist Federations in Palestine] (here-
after Va'ad ha-Agudot).?

These earlier efforts, and the attempt by Va'ad ha-Agudot to obtain the rec-
ognition of the Zionist Organization as its official branch in Palestine, which
were ongoing in the summer of 1903, seem to have set the stage for making the
convening of the “General Assembly of the Jews of Palestine” by Ussishkin
that summer both particularly timely but also hotly contested on a broad
spectrum of organizational, ideological, political, and personal levels. Ussish-
kin’s motivations in taking this step were complex and evinced his complicated
and, in certain senses, ambivalent position within the ZO and his equivocal
views of the Yishuv and its development. A veteran leader of Hibbat Zion,
Ussishkin had grown increasingly alert to the demoralization of the Yishuv
and, according to his biographer, had made “rescue” of the colonists and their
enterprise the primary focus of his activity, calling incessantly for “the unifi-
cation of all forces working for the benefit of the Yishuv."?

By the spring of 1903, the “bad news emanating from Palestine,” as Us-
sishkin wrote to a friend living there, led him to express a powerful longing to
travel to the country, where he was convinced that “there is tremendous work
ahead of me” to unify and nationalize the Yishuv,*® work he would indeed
undertake as part of a new delegation of the Hovevei Zion’s “Odessa Com-
mittee”, which arrived in Palestine in June of that year. After touring the
country, he decided to establish a new organization that would be not only
the instrument of Zionist work in Palestine but ostensibly the expression of the
Yishuv’s own public voice as well. However, his decision evinced a number of
existing tensions and produced some new ones. More than a demonstration of
his famously difficult ego and his quest for a power base within the movement
in his escalating personal and ideological struggle with Herzl, his founding
of a new organization unaffiliated with the Va’ad ha-Agudot was also an ex-
pression of the complicated relationship between the Yishuv and the Zionist
diaspora, even in the mind and actions of so Palestinocentric a Zionist leader
as Ussishkin.

Indeed, the Hovevei Zion delegation’s initial goals had not included the
creation of such an organization but rather the reorganization of its own bu-
reau in Jaffa on a local basis. During his stay in Palestine, however, Ussishkin
seems to have become convinced that the goal of breeding a local leadership (or
one that would be to his own liking and perhaps beholden to him) was a project
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that would require initial cultivation from without (or from above). Rather than
hold elections, for example, he would personally appoint delegates to a meeting
of an initial organizational committee since “an instrument must first be made
ready in order to prepare others in its own likeness thereafter.” This, Ussishkin
explained to the leaders of Va’ad ha-Agudot, who were frustrated with his
paternalism and apparent lack of recognition, was equivalent to the path Herzl
had chosen in preparing for the first Zionist Congress, when he had hand
picked the initial delegates whom he “deemed necessary” and then, with them,
decided on bylaws for future Congresses.*! Parallels to Herzl notwithstanding,
this was the beginning of deep tensions that ensued between the two Zionist
organizations that would henceforth exist in Palestine, tensions that continued
to deepen as they were swept up in the worldwide Zionist crisis of 1903-1905.
This friction proved a decisive crucible that helped to forge what Zionism in
Palestine would come to be and the ways in which it would operate, ultimately
transforming the Yishuv over the coming decade and rendering it, by the end
of the period, a budding national entity.

One of the sources of tension between the competing Zionist federations
in Palestine went to their very understanding of the nature of the Yishuv, its
meaning in the context of the overall Zionist project, and the meaning of being
a Zionist—and a member of the nation-in-the-making—in Palestine. In its
founding document, Vaad ha-Agudot had stipulated that the duties of a Zionist
in Palestine (as elsewhere) were limited to paying the shekel (the Zionist
Organization’s membership dues), purchase of the Zionist bank’s bonds, do-
nations to the national fund, and participation in a local Zionist branch.*
Ussishkin’s vision of an all-Palestine federation, by contrast, diverged in two
seemingly discrepant directions—one, apparently more inclusive, and the
other more exclusive. On the one hand, in an effort to broaden the base of
support and bolster the organization’s image as a representative organ of the
Yishuv as a whole, and to enhance its ability to act as such, participation in the
founding assembly was not limited to those who were members of the ZO or
local Zionist branches. This was not only a distinguishing feature but also a
source of discord, both because members of Va'ad ha-Agudot opposed the
inclusion of members of the orthodox Old Yishuv and because some were
averse to a “mixed” organization of Ashkenazic and Sephardic Jews together
that was at the very core of Ussishkin’s conception.’?

In their understanding of Zionism and the obligations of membership in a
Zionist organization, the Vaad ha-Agudot adopted a conception similar to that
of Herzl’s political Zionism. Ussishkin’s new initiative, by contrast, was an
expression of his Hibbat Zion background and the “practical Zionism" that
Herzl and much of political Zionism largely rejected. The public call Ussishkin
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issued that summer not only made explicit the national basis upon which unity
was to be achieved—a sensitive matter both within the Yishuv and in its rela-
tions with the Ottoman authorities—but also indicated who was to be included
in the budding nation and began to sketch its contours in ways that no previous
effort, including that of the Va’ad ha-Agudot, had done. Although it opened its
doors to include members of the Old Yishuv and others who were not neces-
sarily Zionists, Ussishkin’s call stipulated that membership was conditional on
at least minimal accouterments of the new national life as envisioned in much
of then current eastern European Zionist discourse. “The meeting,” the cir-
cular explained, “will be attended only by those forces working for the settle-
ment and revivification of the land through vital, healthy labor.” In a direct
dismissal of the economic structure of haluka, the kernel of nationhood that
was to be established would be composed exclusively of those Jews “who live
from the fruits of their labor and do not live off charity.”**

This land-based foundation for nationhood—a self-evident proposition
for most national movements and in much of nationalist thought dating
back at least to Herder, and yet still a divisive issue in the Jewish nationalist
movement—was important, moreover, not only for the economic restructur-
ing that Jewish nationhood was assumed to entail but for its mental and
spiritual regeneration as well, as the founders of the assembly conceived it. On
the eve of what was to become a bitterly divisive struggle within the Zionist
world over the relationship between the nation, its culture, and its territory,
Ussishkin's call to the Yishuv to begin to form itself into a national unit made
it clear that, in this formulation at least, the nation’s connection to Palestine
and to its very soil was a fundamental feature of its constitution. Palestine, the
flyer read, was “the land on which the nation’s past was woven.” As such, it was
“the most fundamental basis for its present existence and the soul of its fu-
ture.” Indeed, so inseparable were the people and the land that, “if we seek to
give a name to the thread running through our long history” even throughout
centuries of exile, the circular declared, “we must call it ‘the love of the land.’ 3°
Ussishkin’s “Great Assembly” initiative, then, was designed as the founda-
tional moment of a new body that would not only compete with Va’ad ha-
Agudot organizationally but—perhaps more importantly—pose a conceptual
alternative that would determine and delineate the nation’s demographic, so-
cial, and economic basis, as well as some of the principal elements that would
constitute its nationhood.

The powerful cords that, as the circular indicated, bound the nation to the
soil of Palestine implied another message that was beginning to emerge re-
garding the relationship between the Yishuv in Palestine, the Jewish Diaspora,
and the Zionist Organization—all sites of disjunction that troubled many



34 BECOMING HEBREW

Zionists. Hillel Joffe, who was among Ussishkin’s local allies in organizing the
conference (while remaining a trusted associate of Herzl's), later recalled that
by deciding to convene the Great Assembly on the same day that the fateful
Uganda Congress opened in Basel, the organizers had hoped to ensure “that
Palestine might influence the Zionists abroad, rather than the other way
around.”*® In fact, it is highly improbable that Joffe (or for that matter even
Ussishkin) knew of the East Africa proposal that Herzl was about to present at
the Basel Congress (and would soon burst into what would become known as
the “Uganda controversy”) since prior to the congress Herzl had been careful
to restrict any knowledge of this development to a very limited circle.’” This
retrospective reconstruction of his own memory on Joffe’s part is nevertheless
a telling indication of the kind of sensibility that helped to inspire the establish-
ment of the Palestine Federation and the atmosphere that came to surround it
once the Uganda controversy erupted, embroiling within it the organizational
tensions between the Federation and the Va'ad ha-Agudot. As the Yishuv’s
culture developed more fully in the ensuing years, its claim for ascendancy in
the Jewish and Zionist world would become a salient feature of its ethos and a
source of continued friction.

If there was some irony in the fact that this hope for reversing the tradi-
tionally paternalistic relationship of Diaspora support for the Yishuv was based
on an initiative taken by a delegation of Russian Zionists from abroad, it was an
irony that was inherent in the most basic assumptions of the Zionist cultural
project. Penetrating to the core of the idea of creating a territorial center for the
re<creation of the culture of a scattered people, the effort to negotiate and
redefine the relations between Palestine and the Jewish Diaspora, and, by
extension, between their respective traditions and customs would become a
constitutive building block of that nation and its culture. But if the unequal
balance of power and cultural weight was among the thorns in the side of
Palestine’s Zionists, it was not an easy pattern to reverse. If Joffe hoped that
organizational unity might allow for greater influence by the Jews of Palestine
over Diaspora Zionism, he would have to contend with the skepticism even of
those who were in principle inclined to share his vision. “You know how much
my soul thirsts to see some general organization in Palestine that might
provide the Yishuv with its own leadership,” Ahad Ha’am, the spiritual leader
of Hibbat Zion and father of “cultural Zionism,"” wrote to Yehoshua Eisenstadt-
Barzilai, another of the organizers of the Great Assembly and a long-time
activist in Palestine (who had also been instrumental earlier in the founding of
Va’ad ha-Agudot). However, until such time as the Yishuv could stand on its
own feet and become “truly free from an economic point of view,” Ahad Ha’am
insisted, and until its residents “recognize the need for this in the depths of
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their souls,” Palestine would by necessity remain dependent not only on the
financial support of its European benefactors but on their moral and organi-
zational patronage as well.*®

The Great Assembly convened on August 23, 1903, for a three-day con-
ference in the colony of Zichron Ya’akov. It was attended by sixty-seven dele-
gates from various parts of the Yishuv, chosen by an electorate of 2,157
individuals who participated in the preliminary elections. These included
representatives of most Jewish ethnic groups, from both urban and agricul-
tural settlements. The residents of Palestine were joined by the delegation
from Odessa, which included Ussishkin and three others, for a total of seventy-
one participants. Whatever the tensions and discord that had been part of the
lead-up to the meeting in Zichron Ya’akov, the establishment of this new body
was also accompanied by considerable excitement. Opening on the same day
on which the sixth Zionist Congress convened in Basel, the assembly was also
adorned with many of the outer trappings of the Zionist Congress itself, im-
plicitly declaring itself the Palestinian branch of the larger congress gathering
on the other side of the sea. Its very public nature marked it off clearly from
Va’'ad ha-Agudot, with its comparatively surreptitious style of work, and be-
came another focus of opposition by both local Zionists and Herzl, who was
concerned primarily with the Ottoman authorities’ response. It was also this
public nature, however, that lent it its aura of a significant breakthrough in the
history of the Yishuv: It seemed to many of the Yishuv’s residents to represent
not only the establishment of a representative body, but also the creation of a
quasi-national Hebrew public sphere.

Indeed, the fact that the proceedings in Zichron Ya'akov that summer
were held entirely in Hebrew—a not insignificant accomplishment at a time
when Hebrew was as yet a language of daily speech for but a very few people in
Palestine (and one with a rather limited vocabulary)—was one reason for the
excitement. Like the guidelines that had been set out in the call to convene,
the linguistic choice was, of course, a further intimation of the fundamentals
of Jewish nationhood as conceived by the assembly’s initiators and which the
assembly itself (and the federation it would found) were expected to embody.
The decisions made at the meeting spelled these national fundamentals
out further by demanding, for example, that “in all schools and educational
institutions in Palestine, the Hebrew language must be a living language.”
Anticipating what would soon become another divisive and defining factor
in Zionist Palestine (both internally and in its relations with the Arabs), the
delegates declared themselves commiitted to the idea that “all work in the col-
onies be done by Jewish hands.” The resolutions further included a require-
ment that all educational institutions be ruled by “the Jewish spirit (ha-ru’ah
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ha-Yisre’eli).” By also stating that “physical education is one of the most im-
portant and necessary educational principles,” however, they made it clear that
what they meant by the “Jewish spirit” stood in sharp contrast to what they
understood to be the spirit of the Jewish Diaspora or the Orthodox commu-
nities in Palestine. These communities’ educational and cultural institutions
were all but universally censured in much of Zionist discourse for their neglect
of the Jews’ body.*®

The sense of exhilaration at having been involved in a historic event that
seemed to many to represent a veritable breakthrough in the history of the
Yishuv rings through both the circulars designed for public consumption and
the participants’ private notes. There was an almost irresistible hope that the
assembly might become a critical tool in the nationalization, or Zionization, of
the Yishuv.*® However, aside from the external tensions with Va’ad ha-Agudot
and the broader context of Zionist discord after the sixth Congress, the Pa-
lestine Federation suffered from a number of powerful pulls at its still sensitive
seams, and these would soon help to tear the new organizational structure
apart.

One source of friction had to do with the role of women. Although mutual
suspicion and ambivalence meant that there was only very limited represen-
tation of the Orthodox Old Yishuv in Zichron Ya’akov, a desire to avoid alien-
ating it completely led to a decision to deny women the right to vote. Since
everything about the assembly was seen as having defining force for the pro-
jected character of the nation it was expected to help generate, this decision
drew harsh criticism from those who had hoped that the gathering would act as
a vehicle for modernization and an instrument for a democratizing nationali-
zation. It was, as one critic wrote, “a frightening blow to our most human
sentiments” and an indication of small-minded submission to the forces of
darkness.*! Even Yehoshua Eisenstadt-Barzilai, who had been pivotal in help-
ing to convene the conference in the first place, wrote some private notes
bristling with a biting sarcasm about the “war” against women and their right
to vote.*?

From the outset, then, the assembly was forced to contend with congenital
discord. In spite of the concession embodied in the decision on women, much
of the Old Yishuv remained opposed and decided to absent itself.** Nor did
Baron Rothschild—still an important source of support for the Yishuv—take
kindly to the declaratively nationalist stance of an assembly that had taken
place in one of “his” colonies and that, he feared, might provoke the ire of
the Ottoman authorities. “A ‘Zionist congress’ in Palestine,” he complained
in a private meeting, “can cause us a great deal of damage by its publica-
tion.”** The most severe (and ultimately fatal) sources of opposition to the
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assembly, however, were those that came from within the circles of Palestine’s
Zionists.

Questions regarding the character of the organization and its relationship
to official Zionism had already emerged in the preparatory stages and were
further amplified by Theodor Herzl’s personal inimicality and the growing
discord between him and Ussishkin.*® As the volatile blend of personal and
ideological rivalry between the two erupted and grew increasingly bitter over
the question of Jewish settlement in East Africa, it reflected back onto the
Yishuv's new organization, which was closely associated with Ussishkin him-
self. Once it became an open and acrimonious conflict, Ussishkin, who had
been hailed as a hero in the summer of 1903 (see figure 2.1), was now accused
of having acted underhandedly in convening the assembly so as to coincide
with the Zionist Congress.*® In the wake of Herzl’s untimely death in the
summer of 1904, the strife between the two would prove deadly for the fed-
eration as well. Ussishkin'’s stiff opposition to the ailing Herzl led some of the
latter’s supporters in the Yishuv to call for a boycott of anything that bore
Ussishkin's mark.

If the Federation proved short lived as a nationalizing body, however, its
convention served as the site for the formation of another organization that
would enjoy significantly greater longevity and whose impact on the Yishuv’s
national culture would be immeasurable. As the delegates to the Great As-
sembly convened in Zichron Ya’akov, they were joined by a gathering of the
Yishuv's Hebrew teachers. The Hebrew Teachers’ Association, which they
founded at that meeting, quickly emerged as an important tool in the creation
of a Hebrew educational system in the Yishuv and one of the most active and
influential tools in the reinvention of a spoken Hebrew language and the
Hebrew culture that would attend it.

Zionist views of Palestine’s heterogeneity derived in large measure from the
nineteenth-century nationalism that was so animating a force in much of
Zionism'’s thought and praxis. Nationalism’s drive to create homogeneity out
of what were in many cases deeply variegated societies has been explained as
emerging out of a number of possible social, political, and economic well-
springs. Emest Gellner has argued that the economic impact of the transi-
tion to modern industrial capitalism, with its shattering social fragmentation
and unprecedented transience, called forth a need for a “minimal shared
atmosphere” based on “the same culture.”’ Eric Hobsbawm suggests that
nationalism was in large measure an expression of a yearning for new
sources of political legitimacy and new means to mobilize citizens in an in-
creasingly democratized age.*® And Benedict Anderson’s influential Imagined






BABELS AND ASSEMBLIES 39

Communities places the combined cultural-psychological impact of modern
communications, which “drove a wedge between cosmology and history,” at
the center of the modern experience, thereby launching a search for “a new
way of linking fraternity, power and time meaningfully together.”*® The
shattering effects of modernity on Jewish social cohesion, the decline of the
traditional ruling elites and structures that it effected, the challenges to tra-
ditional world views that it entailed, and the fragmented nature of the Jewish
Yishuv in Palestine all seem to have lent the Zionist thrust for homogeniza-
tion a particular urgency.

However powerful the impetus, though, the homogeneity to which na-
tionalism aspired and which nationalists sought to create often remained
elusive, even in the comparatively cohesive nations in the western part of
Europe. France, for example, in many senses the mother of modern nation-
alisms, was “neither morally nor materially integrated” even by the early
twentieth century, as Eugen Weber has argued,’ and the more recent Italian
nation struggled for decades to find an effective method of governing very
distinct regions and (certainly no less challenging) a way to conceptualize
their often divergent cultures as constituent parts of a single nation.>! Indeed,
much of nationalism is marked by an inherent paradox: It seeks to speak in the
name of a nation of ostensibly ancient origin, while nationalists themselves
are at the same time often acutely aware of the need to yet create that nation
in whose name they speak. Nationalism “makes political claims which take the
nation’s existence wholly for granted, yet it proposes programs which treat
the nation as something yet unbuilt.”>?

The very foundations of Zionist thought lay not only in this paradox and
the broader discourse of disintegration and degeneration that characterized fin
de siécle Europe but also in the added anxiety over what seemed a self-evident
notion that Judaism was a particularly crisis-ridden culture and the Jews an
especially ailing people, both physically and psychically. If Zionism was con-
ceived in large measure as a curative to this decay, based at its core on the
prerequisite of relocation to Palestine, the motley mosaic that was the Yishuv
offered a stark contrast to the hopes of national redemption that were associ-
ated with it. Confronted, as David Yudilovitz recalled, with a society of people
who “had only just returned from exile, from all corners of the earth” and who
possessed notions of culture “as distant as is Rumania from Georgia or Aden
and Tzan’a from Yahopitz and Ishishok,” he and other Zionist activists were
determined “to cement this scattered mass into a single unit.”>* In the absence
of a nationalizing government eager to disseminate an “official culture” (in-
deed, even the Zionist Organization had but a meager presence in Palestine up
until 1908), the central pillar of their answer in the coming years was the
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erection of an institutional skeleton for precisely that cement—a new lan-
guage, a discourse, a cosmology, and the rituals that would constitute a na-
tional liturgy—all of which, they hoped, would come together to effect that
transformation and dramatically reshape not only the Yishuv but the meaning
of Jewishness itself. The Hebrew Teachers’ Association would emerge as one
important vehicle in this process, as would other institutions that soon joined
it. They would be able to do this, however, only after weathering the storm that
would soon tear apart the Palestine Federation and threaten to split the Zionist
movement worldwide into competing and mutually hostile camps. Precisely
because they struck at the very core of the nationalizing project, however, the
bitter polemics that attended the birth of the Great Assembly and the Palestine
Federation constituted an effort to work out and delineate new relationships
between the nation, its territory, and its culture and consequently helped to
give new form to the budding nation itself and to the ways in which it was
being conceived in what were still volatile and very malleable beginnings.



3

The Uganda Affair

Soils for National Culture

In the summer of 1903, then, the Yishuv seemed to many to be
ever more deeply steeped in decay, while a new wave of pogroms in
Russia had erupted that spring and engendered an increasingly
somber mood throughout the Jewish world. The Great Assembly and
the Palestine Federation it was supposed to have founded had been
conceived as the institutional expressions of the expectation that
Zionism in Palestine might provide a remedy for the ills afflicting the
Jewish people and that it might help to mend the rifts in a deeply
divided Yishuv. Instead, they quickly became sources of new divi-
siveness as the Yishuv, together with the rest of the Zionist world,
plunged into one of the bitterest controversies it would know. The
Sixth Zionist Congress, which had convened in Basel just as the del-
egates to the Great Assembly were convening in Zichron Ya’akov,
became an immediate catalyst for this new discord and a protracted
struggle that, over the next two years, would reshape the face of
Zionism and its national project in Palestine. The conflict that erupted
there when Theodor Herzl notified the delegates of a British gov-
ernment proposal to allot a portion of land in East Africa for Jewish
settlement—a proposal he somewhat uneasily recommended the
movement take up—reverberated loudly over the ensuing two years
before it was finally laid to rest at the Seventh Zionist Congress in
1905. By the time the storm had passed and the dust had begun to
settle, the Zionist Organization would have lost its leader (who died
in the summer of 1904 at the age of forty-four) and suffered the
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secession of a significant number of leading and rank-and-file members. In the
process, however, it would also have more clearly defined its political and cul-
tural agenda, charted a political and diplomatic path, and more clearly formu-
lated a new vision of the interface between national territory and national cul-
ture, as well as the role Palestine and its Yishuv were to play in creating these.

Herzl himself had initially had grave misgivings about the British pro-
posal. While he had repeatedly broached the subject of other lands in his
meetings with world leaders, these had always been territories that were in
proximity to Palestine and which he saw as stepping-stones to the final goal.
Now, however, after six years of diplomatic activity in an effort to obtain a
charter for Jewish settlement in Palestine, Herzl had little to show. In the
meantime, a pogrom had just taken place on April 19, in which forty-nine Jews
in Kishinev had been murdered, hundreds of others wounded, and vast
amounts of property looted. The Jewish world was in deep shock at the out-
burst of violence and what seemed a harsh reminder of the Jews’ precarious
position in their European homes. The coalescence of the deepening predic-
ament of Russian Jewry, a sense that the British offer represented unprece-
dented diplomatic recognition of Jewish nationhood and the Jewish claim to
some territory, and the diplomatic thominess involved in an outright rejection
of a British government offer together persuaded Herzl that an expedition
ought to be dispatched to consider the prospects of the territory.

The delegates to the congress were largely taken by surprise, but it did not
take long for conflicting emotions to rage. It quickly became clear that what
Herzl thought might be a rather comprehensive solution—to the failure of his
diplomatic activities up until then, to the new wave of pogroms in eastern
Europe, and to the difficulties of obtaining a charter for Palestine—turned out
instead to be the source of a painful rift within the Zionist Movement. The
debate rapidly crossed the Mediterranean and flooded the Jewish Yishuv in
Palestine, where it took on a tenor and a substance that reflected both Pales-
tine’s unique role in the Zionist imagination and the disheartening state of
affairs in the Yishuv, as well as its internal divisions, now sharpened as the two
competing Zionist bodies (Ussishkin’s Palestine Federation and the Vaad Ha-
Agudot) became identified each with a particular camp. The controversy would
soon have a profound and multifaceted impact on the ways in which the land’s
place in Zionist culture was conceptualized and on the course of tangible
cultural development in the Yishuv.

The notion that territory was integrally linked to a nation’s attributes and
culture had, of course, been a fundamental tenet of much nationalist thought
from its outset. “As a mineral water derives its component parts. .. from the
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soil through which it flows,” Johann Gottfried von Herder had written more
than a century earlier, “so the ancient character of peoples arose from the
family features, the climate, the way of life. .. that were peculiar to them.”!
That so constitutive a dimension of the national movement should have been
placed under so fundamental a question mark explains the force with which
the Uganda controversy hit the Zionist world. Given the traumatic nature of the
affair, the literature on it is comparatively limited, although its impact on the
Zionist Organization and certain aspects of Zionist politics has, of course, been
recognized.? What has gone largely unnoticed, however, is the powerful effect
it had on the internal dynamics within Palestine’s nationalizing elite—now
divided between two bitterly opposed ideological camps that partially over-
lapped with the two competing local Zionist organizations—and on the bud-
ding national culture they were working to create (if now at times at cross-
purposes).®

Zionism had learned from European nationalism to search for contiguity
between the nation and its territory. “A nation,” after all, as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda
wrote, “cannot exist and cannot be a nation other than in a land of its own.™
The reality of Jewish dispersion, however, framed this basic nationalist tenet in
unusually acute and problematic terms in the Zionist context, where land was
conspicuously lacking—a fact that, together with the absence of other com-
monly accepted central attributes of nationality such as a common language,
seemed to many Zionists to suggest the fearful prospect that the Jews might in
fact not be a nation at all.’> Thus, if European nationalists, often influenced by
Herder’s thought and legacy, could make claims for their respective nations
based on a strong sense of union with a particular stretch of land (even if its
precise boundaries may have been a matter of dispute), territory for Zionism
remained very much an unresolved question at least until 1905, with the end of
the Uganda controversy. Even in its wake, when the question of which territory
had been effectively settled, the connection between the embryonic nation’s
culture and the soil on which it was to be grown—the relationship, in Zionist
terms, between a culturally petrified nation and its correspondingly barren
land—would remain a challenge nearly as thomy as the land itself had been
before.® Forging this bond in which the Jews seemed to many Zionists to be
acutely and uniquely deficient consequently became a principal motivating
factor that lay at the basis of much of their cultural work.

If a central thrust of Zionist thinking was to reconstitute the Jews in the
form of modern nationhood and gain them entry into the community of na-
tions, then, Zionist cultural work in Palestine was marked by a double bind.
The oft-quoted (and usually misunderstood) Zionist dictum about providing
“a land without a people for a people without a land”’ in fact falls short of
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expressing the complexity of the task that Zionism had set itself since the
process (as it was envisioned) worked in both directions: Just as the people
were in need of a land to reconstitute themselves as a modern nation, the land
too was understood to be in no less need of a nation as a means toward
regeneration—the very nation that was as yet unformed and that the land was
expected to help generate. The clearest lines dividing Zionists from one an-
other in the bitter struggle of 1903-1905, then, were between those for whom
Palestine alone could serve as this national territorial base—the soil on which
the land and the nation would be able to grow together, thanks to a unique link
binding the nation’s culture to that land—and others for whom the primacy
of territory as a remedy for Jewish ailments did not necessarily imply a pre-
scription for a specific land. The primacy of the territorial ingredient, however,
shaped both much of the support for the East Africa scheme and the opposi-
tion to it.

Although two earlier studies have argued otherwise,® the bulk of the evi-
dence seems to clearly support the conclusion that a very large proportion
of Palestine’s Zionists supported Herzl’s proposal. Official communications
from the Va'ad ha-Agudot speak overwhelmingly to majority support for Uganda
among its ranks, and the personal correspondence of supporters and opponents
alike further substantiates this picture. Ugandist Yitzhak Horwitz of the Eretz
Yisra'el association in Jerusalem complained in one letter that although “no
more than ten percent of all the Zionists in Palestine are Zionei Zion [Zion
Zionists—supporters of a Palestine-only approach),” they were nevertheless
succeeding in creating the impression abroad that they held a majority in the
country.? And his opponent Leo Metman-Cohen, one of the Yishuv’s vocal Zion-
Zionists, echoed this assessment of the relative strength of the competing
ideological camps in his repeated complaints about the overwhelmingly
Ugandist atmosphere against which he found himself struggling.'®

Among Palestine’s most outspoken and influential supporters of the ter-
ritorial alternative to what he had long proclaimed to be an ailing Yishuv was
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda. To be sure, like other early Zionists, Ben-Yehuda had
early on evinced some tentative willingness to consider territorial alternatives
to Palestine as temporary solutions.!! However, his decision to immigrate to
Palestine as early as 1881 (before the outbreak of the wave of pogroms that
is usually considered the immediate catalyst to the full-fledged emergence of
Hibbat Zion) and his establishment there of his pioneering newspapers,
Hashkafa, Ha-Tzevi and Ha-Or—the first Hebrew-language Zionist organs in
the country—cast him in the role of pioneer in fusing a Jewish return to
Palestine and a revival of the Hebrew language there as the twin nudlei of his
worldview. His efforts to create the basis for a national culture in Palestine had
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long been grounded in a visceral rejection of Jewish life in the Diaspora, and
the focus of his cultural activity—in journalism, linguistic research, and the
production of a national liturgy—was designed to be a reflection of this re-
jection and of the spiritual transformation that life in Palestine, as he believed,
both mandated and made possible. A cultural (and political) activist of far
broader range than the linguistic revival for which he is best remembered, Ben-
Yehuda was involved in a wide variety of efforts to reshape national festivals
and celebrations, often in idiosyncratic ways that nevertheless reflect central
themes that were characteristic of much of the Zionist cultural undertaking in
Palestine, along with the tensions and ambivalences that accompanied them.

Little more than a year before Ben-Yehuda’s dramatic (if temporary) ideo-
logical shift toward territorialism, a spring 1902 supplement to his newspa-
per Hashkafa in honor of the festival of Purim gave quasi-ritual expression to
this central nationalist paradigm in his thought. In a piece signed “Mordechai
ha-Yehudi” (Mordechai the Jew), he mocked the traditions of the festival and
even the biblical story on which it is based. The Scroll of Esther, as his lead
column pointed out, was a unique biblical book in that its plot takes place
entirely outside the Land of Israel, and the holiday of Purim, which was con-
structed around it, was consequently one in which the spirit of exile ran to its
very core. Even the commanded joviality of the holiday, Ben-Yehuda argued,
was a reflection of the Jews’ loss of the “dew of youth” since only an unhealthy
people must be commanded to be happy. “We Jews,” after all, “have forgotten
how to laugh for some two thousand years.” Rather than a story of deliverance,
Ben-Yehuda saw in the Scroll of Esther the “pathetic” story of a people “whose
redemption is brought about by a beautiful maiden who was desired by a
lustful ruler, a stupid despot who killed his [previous] wife because she was
unwilling to appear naked in public.” The life of such a nation, he lamented,
was in fact “no life at all,” and Purim therefore did not seem to him the occa-
sion for drunken joy that traditional praxis mandated. It was, on the contrary,
a sober opportunity to “challenge this long scroll which is no less than a small
scale version of our lengthy exile, the entire contents of which is always the
same: that in every generation there are those who seek to destroy us, and we
sit and await redemption . . . with our necks stretched out for the slaughter.”*?
Zionism in Palestine was about creating a different kind of Jew, one who would
demand a different kind of redemption and whose culture—diametrically
opposed to the ostensibly passive, lifeless quietism of the Diaspora and its
traditions—would be a reflection of the active pursuit of Jewish fate, which was
possible only in the Jews’ own land.

For more than twenty years, between immigrating to Palestine in 1881 and
the summer of 1903, this Palestinocentrism was one of Ben-Yehuda’s leading
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national imperatives. In the wake of the stormy Sixth Zionist Congress, how-
ever, he became a steady and outspoken supporter of Herzl and the East Africa
proposal, and during the next two years he gave this agenda a prominent and
strident voice on the pages of Hashkafa (at the time still the only Zionist organ
in Palestine), which he had founded and continued to edit along with his son,
Itamar Ben-Avi. Indeed, much to the often chagrined surprise of many con-
temporaries, scarcely a single issue appeared in the closing months of 1903
without an article or an editorial devoted to what Ben-Yehuda now consistently
called “the Jewish State” which, as he (mis-)represented it, had been proposed
for the Jews in East Africa.

This apparent incongruity between Palestinocentrism and the newly
adopted Ugandism was in fact a direct product of Ben-Yehuda’s particular
vision of Jewish nationalism and his understanding of the manner in which
national land and national culture were to be knit together. The two principal
prerequisites for a national existence of any kind, he argued—the building
blocks of national culture—were a common territory and a common language.
Emerging from a particularly powerful and unambiguously articulated anxiety
regarding the specter of national death, which, he believed, threatened the Jew-
ish people, Ben-Yehuda frequently lamented the Jews’ lack of national con-
sciousness and, graver still, the implications it might have regarding a want of
Jewish nationhood itself. The Jews, to him, were at best a nation in the making
and at worst, in his not infrequent moments of sobriety, a nation in the throes
of death. Should the efforts to resuscitate it succeed, he argued, the culture that
would come to characterize the Jewish people would be one “which no person
can foresee.” The only thing that could be known about it with certainty was
that it would be “a culture that the Jews will create at a point in time when a
large number of them is concentrated in a single center.. . free to act according
to their own spiritual inclinations.”*?

This premise—which for more than two decades had motivated Ben-
Yehuda’s resolve to work toward the creation of just that territorial center in
Palestine—now combined with a number of factors in the Jewish world and
the Yishuv, along with the advent of the East Africa proposal, of course, to turn
his glance elsewhere. One of these factors was a deep admiration for Herzl,
with whom he agreed that the British offer was not only a singular diplomatic
achievement but also an epic recognition by one of Europe’s leading powers of
Jewish nationhood and of the Zionists’ standing as the nation’s representa-
tive.* As the pages of his newspaper make abundantly clear, Ben-Yehuda was
also deeply affected by the crisis in the Yishuv. The increasing physical distress
of the Jews of eastern Europe, moreover, had persuaded him—as it had
Herzl—that a timely solution to the problem was essential. In the wake of the
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pogrom in Gomel, which erupted in the midst of the Uganda debate, Ben-
Yehuda argued that “even more than the events in Kishinev, the events of the
past few days speak loud and clear that our people will never find peace among
the nations of the world.” The only hope for salvation, he was convinced, was
for the Jews “to become citizens of their own state, wherever that state may be for
the time being, whatever that state may be!”'*

The frustration of his new ideological opponents over the fact that so
veteran a resident of Palestine and so prominent an ideologue of the Hebrew
revival in Palestine had now turned toward Uganda was often exacerbated by
confusion over the fact that, alongside his staunch territorialism, Ben-Yehuda
continued to advocate an expanded Zionist focus on practical work in Pales-
tine. One of his responses to the Basel congress, in which he expressed his
satisfaction with the fact that it had served as a prod for some Zionist “efforts
to do more for the Yishuv in Palestine,”'® led a puzzled Simcha Vilkomitz, a
Hebrew educator in the Galilean colony of Rosh Pinah, to ask how he could
continue to declaim such dedication to Palestine and at the same time argue
that Uganda might be able to be “more of a Land of Israel than the ‘Land of
Israel’ itself.”"’

In some sense, Ben-Yehuda’s territorialism was indeed fundamentally at
odds with itself. Even as he devoted much of his journalistic energy to arguing
the Africanist position, he also continued to run countless articles—written
both by himself and by others—underscoring the importance of Palestine to
the Jewish national renaissance. Indeed, notwithstanding his protestations of
agnosticism regarding his image of what the future national culture would
look like, he did have some very clear ideas, and many of them were integrally
related to Palestine. His vision of a national culture was firmly embedded in a
version of Jewish history that was deeply rooted in the land and in the powerful
bond that, he believed, should link all Jews to the land of their forebears. Even
at his most passionate in support of the Uganda proposal, this point remained
paramount. He was deeply taken, for example, by the opening ceremony of the
German Institute for the Study of the Antiquities of Palestine, which he at-
tended in October of 1903 and from which he “returned shamefaced and
humiliated” since it served as a reminder to him that, unlike the Germans (and
others), the Jewish people for whom “this land is everything—our past and our
future, the land of our fathers, the land of our Torah, of our holy writings”
completely neglected such scientific investigation and study of the land. In-
vestigation of Palestine and familiarity with the land were to him not purely
academic pursuits but rather enterprises of prime national-existential signifi-
cance (figure 3.1). To leave such efforts in the hands of other nations was to
relinquish the Jews’ claim to the land and their place in it, and stood out to
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Ben-Yehuda as a clear indication of an ailing national consciousness.'® Both a
lack of sufficient attachment to Palestine and a rejection of the opportunity
now being granted for a “Jewish state” in East Africa, he wrote, were equally
“fruits of our hideous [spirit of ] exile.”!?

Hemda Ben-Yehuda, Eliezer’s wife, an important author and ideologue in
her own right, and a regular contributor to the family journalistic undertaking,
gave more picturesque voice to Palestine’s importance as the bedrock of the
nation’s culture. “We have already painted all of the palm trees, the sea, the sun
setting into the waves,” she wrote, “and every Arab who reminds one more or
less of King Solomon, of Samson, of the prophet Jeremiah. And among the
half-naked Arabesses, the young artist can quickly see the image of the pas-
sionate Shulamit, of Rahab of Jericho, of the treacherous Delilah, and of the
delightful prophetesses Deborah and Miriam."*°

This encounter with the nation’s past—and the impact of its model of an
ancient Jewish ideal on both high culture (and the arts) and the realities of daily
life—was possible, Hemda indicated, in this place only. In Palestine alone, a
new consciousness would stir in the heart of the Jewish artist, and would
provide the basis for a new Jewish art that could draw from the Jewish legacy
inherent in the land. “The Hebrew artist’s senses,” she wrote, “are increasingly
awakened when he sees now in his waking moments things which he had
previously only imagined or dreamt: the deep blue cloudless sky, the delicate,
magical hues, the eastern flora, the faces of Palestine.” All of these together
were much more than mere sources of artistic inspiration. They were—as
much for the nation as for the art now created by and for it—sources of
renewed life and vitality (as the charged erotic imagery of the “Arabess,” a not
uncommon trope in the Ben-Yehuda papers,?! suggests). Removed from the
dark and cramped quarters of eastern European Jewish life as represented in
Zionist imagery, the national artist—like the nation itself —now “with a deep
breath, breathes the fresh, clean air into his being and listens to the roar of the
sea."%

If there was an apparent incongruity between this romantic attachment to
Palestine and the ardent support for East Africa as the new foundation of Jew-
ish nationhood, it was also the case that the two positions stemmed from a single
set of premises. Principal among these was the sense of acute and immedi-
ate existential threat that the Jews seemed to face and a belief that the only hope
for a remedy was the acquisition of a national territory—and the sooner the
better. Herz!'s failure to make significant progress toward a charter for Pales-
tine, combined with the crisis in the Yishuv itself, seemed to make it painfully
clear that even if Palestine were the goal, it remained a distant one in a situa-
tion that called for haste. To be sure, while some Zionists-turned-territorialists
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would later argue directly against Palestine as a worthy home for a nascent
Jewish nation, Ben-Yehuda remained committed to the notion that Palestine
was, in principle, the optimal base for a Jewish national future. “The place in
which the people is most likely to revitalize itself and return to life,” he granted,
“is in the Land of Israel,” which had for the Jews a unique “curative merit.”
Nevertheless, he argued, for a people “whose very national existence is in
danger if it does not quickly stand on a land which can be its own,” such as the
land now being offered, the insistence—*“like a tantrum-throwing child”—on
the impossible, on “the moon from the sky,” was testimony to the advan-
ced metastasis of the disease of exile even among the proponents of national
rebirth.??

With all of his loyalty to Palestine, however, Ben-Yehuda nevertheless
rejected the suggestion that it was the only place in which the nation might
find the strength to “return to life.” Such an argument, he thought, constituted
“a denial of the people’s spirit, of its soul.”?* These, he argued, were in the end
“even more powerful than the soil of the fathers.”> And the business of na-
tionalism, he added, was to concern itself primarily with that national soul. To
deride the hope for regeneration in East Africa and to argue for the primacy of
the nation’s land over its spirit—as he claimed the Zionei Zion did—was,
therefore, no less than “national heresy.” “The land,” Ben-Yehuda maintained,
“is holy only for the people and for the sake of the people” and ought never to
be elevated to the position of an end in itself.2® Furthermore, if Palestine was,
as it appeared to him, little more than a phantasm (however desirable), one
would have to accept the prospect “that the people will be able...to create a
land for itself and to live in it wherever that may be!"?’

The distinction, consequently, as Ben-Yehuda saw it, was between the na-
tionalism of those who placed the people at the center (“people-ists,” according
to his new coinage) and those who placed land at the center (“landists”),
ostensibly willing to sacrifice or risk the people for an obstinate insistence
on the exclusivity of a possibly unattainable Palestine. Focused on what was
ultimately an abstract goal, he charged, the “landists” were indifferent to the
reality of misery in which so many Jews were living and to the very concrete
existential threats they faced. Given the objective difficulties that the attempts
to acquire Palestine had confronted, to deny the prospect of healing the ailing
nation in a land other than Palestine, he charged, amounted to resigning the
people to a verdict of probable death.?®

This synthesis in the Ben-Yehudas’s national vision of a continued centrality
of Palestine—along with its flora, fauna, and human scenery—with a zealous
advocacy of the “Jewish state” in East Africa is worthy of particular emphasis,
because earlier studies have claimed that theirs was a territorialism that dif-
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fered qualitatively and substantively from that of other supporters of the East
Africa option in the Yishuv. Shifra Schwartz has maintained that Ben-Yehuda
supported the Uganda proposal “on an ideological-strategic basis® and would
have been “willing to substitute any other territory for Palestine.” She contrasts
him in this regard with those—ostensibly the majority of the territorialist-
leaning Zionists in Palestine—for whom support of Herzl and Uganda was
based on “tactical considerations” only, out of personal loyalty to the move-
ment’s leader and concern for the suffering Jews of Russia.?® By way of further
explanation, Haya Harel contends that among Zionists in Palestine—in con-
trast with those in Europe and perhaps in contradistinction to Ben-Yehuda as
well—the notion of an alternative territory “did not entail a conception of
statehood, since [they believed] a national state could arise in Palestine only.”*
Neither of these contentions is convincing. Lacking explanatory power
for understanding the support for Uganda among the Yishuv’s Zionists, they
serve instead to oversimplify the contending views and, beyond this, lack the
support of the documentary evidence. Indeed, the rhetoric in the Yishuv re-
garding Uganda seems at times to have invoked statehood more, rather than
less, than some of the discourse in Europe, where stress was often placed on
the notion of Uganda as a nachtasyl, a shelter for the night—a term coined by
Max Nordau (although this was certainly a much-employed notion in the
Yishuv as well). In Palestine, aside from Ben-Yehuda'’s column on “the Jewish
State,” which appeared in almost every issue of Hashkafa during these years, a
circular issued by the largely Ugandist Eretz Yisra’el Association in Jerusalem
in anticipation of the Seventh Zionist Congress called upon its members to
consider the important items to be discussed in Basel, including “the burning
question . . . of a Jewish state outside of Palestine.”' As the congress drew nearer,
leaders of the Jerusalem Zionist association expressed their concern lest a
Zionei Zion victory lead to an alteration in the bylaws of the Zionist bank in
such a way that it be forbidden from pursuing “settlement in any other than
lands adjacent to Palestine.” Should such a change occur, they cautioned,
“what good would it be if the Congress decided to establish a Jewish state in
some place, if the bank would be unable to accept the charter for that state and
to work to settle it>"32 Such examples could be multiplied. Similar language
(and a similar understanding of what was at stake) was used, moreover, in
equal measure by those who were opposed to Uganda. One member of the
Mizrahi association in Tiberias, for example, explained that, unlike most of his
religious-Zionist cohorts, who (both locally and globally) were overwhelmingly
Ugandist, he opposed the proposal since “I can in no way conceive of a Jewish
state outside of Palestine, in a land lacking in ancient memories, ancestral
traditions, and feelings of holiness that connect the people to its land.”*?



52 BECOMING HEBREW

Nor was Ben-Yehuda exceptional in his fusion of ardent support for
Uganda with a firm identification with Palestine and a passionate advocacy of
Zionist activity there. The protocols of the August 22, 1904, meeting of the two
Zionist organizations in Jerusalem at the time show that the one unequivocally
anti-Ugandist position was voiced by one Yitzhak Nofech, who cautioned that
“if we agree to Uganda we will forget the Land of Israel.” As the protocol points
out, however, Nofech was “a visitor” rather than a current member of one of
the local associations (he was at the time studying law in Istanbul). Unlike
Nofech, the vast majority of the participants combined fervent support for
Uganda with a powerful sense of the uniqueness of Palestine and a personal
commitment to the Yishuv. Together with his “rapturous argumentation for
Uganda,” Rabbi Eliezer Greenhut, a resident of the city since 1893 and a mem-
ber of the Eretz Yisra'el Association, explained that “not only would Uganda
cause no harm to Zionist work in Palestine, it would serve to enhance it” since
it would still be in Palestine that “rabbinical seminaries would be established
from whence rabbis would be appointed to all countries of the Diaspora, and
in particular to Uganda.” Indeed, even Palestine’s faltering economy would be
bolstered by Jewish statehood in East Africa, according to Greenhut, since
“citrons and wine would be imported only from Palestine.” Uganda, many
concurred, “was the path leading to Zion.” At the meeting’s end, a series of
pro-Uganda resolutions was followed by the question “will we leave Palestine?”
which, as the protocol has it, elicited a unanimous and impassioned response
of “we will never leave the Land of Israel, our land!"**

As a proclamation issued in the name of “the Zionists of the Land of
Israel” made clear, moreover, the Yishuv’s Zionist activists harbored no sense
of inherent contradiction in demanding that the Zionist Organization work at
one and the same time both for “the revival of our nation ... on the Land of our
Fathers” and toward “autonomous rights according to our national spirit” in an
alternative territory.>® Va'ad ha-Agudot, which refrained from taking an official
position, could write to the “Committee of Political Zionists [i.e., Herzl’s
Ugandist supporters] in Odessa” that “most Zionists in Palestine agree with
the details of your program™*¢ and send a missive of support to the embattled
Herzl in his struggle for the East Africa project, expressing their “faith in our
leader,” while offering their blessing that “the God of Zion” help him “lead
our people to tranquility in Zion our mother.”?’ (See figure 3.2.)

Clearly, whether it was ideological identification, loyalty to Herzl, despair
with Zionist prospects in Palestine, or, as one critic (unconvincingly) charged,*®
mere economic opportunism, a considerable proportion of the Zionist “New
Yishuv” shared Ben-Yehuda’s pro-Ugandist stance, although it was rarely free
from internal tensions, in particular stemming from a continued individual
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FIGURE 3.2. This epistle of support was sent to Herzl during the Uganda affair by
the Va’ad ha-Agudot, which had a Ugandist majority. Support for the Ugandist
position is coupled with the wish that “the God of Zion” will help Herzl “lead our
people to tranquility in Zion our mother.”

and collective identification with Palestine and the Yishuv. David Yudilovitz, a
central figure in developing Hebrew education in Palestine since 1882, was on
a business trip marketing the wines of his home colony of Rishon Le-Zion
when he heard of the storm at the Zionist Congress. Away from home, he
wrote to a friend of his longing for “all that is dear to me in my life,” for “that
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truly national life” that he could find only in the colony he had called home for
some two decades and had helped to found. Unique though his home in the
colony may have been, however, Yudilovitz added, “I have no doubt that had
we settled twenty-two years ago in East Africa (today’s Jewish state) [sic], and
had we established a Rishon Le-Zion there...we would be attached to it
today just as we are to the Rishon Le-Zion in which we reside.”*

This sober assessment led Yudilovitz to share Ben-Yehuda’s ideological
stance and to concur with his characterization of the “Zion Zionists,” to which
he added his own invective for which he adopted widespread European tropes
that held the Jews to be lacking in true intellectual capacity and tending to a
range of mental ailments. “It was thought,” as Sander Gilman has written, “not
only that Jewish social practices led to madness, but that the Jews’ undertaking
these practices was a symptom of their underlying insanity.”*® In the Jewish
context and particularly in Zionist thought, this idea was often adopted with
the added explanation that it had been “the Jewish brain’s inability to compete
after ‘a two-thousand-year Diaspora’” that lay at the root of this blight.*!
Adopting this view as an integral part of his own critique of “exilic” thinking,
Yudilovitz argued that in their opposition to Herzl, the Russian delegates had
demonstrated their “Yeshiva-meat”—the overly sharpened casuistic brains of
Talmudic discourse—in place of the “European thinking and logic” that would
have served them much better and would have militated naturally in favor of
the prospect of a national home somewhere in the world that seemed to be
embodied in it.*? The trope of the mental deficiencies that were the price of
exile became central in Yudilovitz’s explanation of what seemed to him an
otherwise inexplicable rejection (by self-proclaimed nationalists) of what was
plainly the proper and healthy choice for the nation. The double bind of Zi-
onism, as conceived by Yudilovitz, was clearly reflected in the rejection of
Uganda, which showed that the path to national regeneration was blocked by
the very maladies of Diaspora Jewish existence that made such regeneration
necessary in the first place.*®

A further aspect of this presumed mental decline that had afflicted Eu-
ropean Jews and found its way into Yudilovitz’s diagnosis of the Zionei Zion
was “the conflation of Jewishness and femininity [and] the consequent anxiety
of Jewish men about their own masculinity.”** The inability to think straight,
which Yudilovitz attributed to his ideological rivals, was, after all, assumed to
be a salient characteristic not only of the Jew but of women as well. Yudilovitz’s
language in describing the reaction of the Zionei Zion betrays his sense that
their lack of clear thinking was an instance of the general effeminacy that
characterized their very beings. “Instead of rejoicing that a bit of fresh land
has been found [where] we can become owners of our own home,” he writes,
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the Zionei Zion “weep,” “protest,” and “cry” in hysterics. In place of the mas-
culine comportment that Zionism sought to evince as integral to its reclama-
tion of Jewish national honor and physical and mental health, in other words,
they have proven themselves more women than men, more Jews of exile than
a generation worthy of rebirth. Taken together, Yudilovitz summarizes, in
disgust mixed with distress, their behavior was a sign of the general “fool-
ishness, childishness, depravity and ignorance” with which, in the Diaspora,
even Zionists were afflicted.**

If Yudilovitz’s depiction of the Diaspora Jew provides a telling illustration
of the conflation of Jewishness with femininity, it was also an echo of the
frequent attribution of some of the arsenal of disparaging European images of
“the Orient” to eastern European Jews—an attribution that would resonate
loudly in much of Zionist work in Palestine, although not always in predictable
ways or in the tone used in this case by Yudilovitz (see chapters 7 and 8).* This
ethnic dimension of the debate would take on a distinctive tenor in the
Ugandism of Abraham Elmaliach. A native of Jerusalem with a lineage ex-
tending back through generations in Morocco to medieval Spain, Elmaliach
was an educator, journalist, and prominent leader of the Jerusalem Sephardic
community, within which he worked to disseminate Zionist ideas. In 1903 he
too became a supporter of the Uganda prospect, arguing that in addition to the
shock of the pogroms in Kishinev and Gomel, recent anti-Jewish violence that
had accompanied the latest unrest in Morocco added force to the territorialist
position through its patent illustration of the universality of Jewish distress. In
the face of the “sad and bitter fate” that the “miserable nation” faced, Elmaliach
wrote, it was difficult to understand how there were those “who, with great
enthusiasm, oppose such prospects as the Uganda proposal!™*’

There were, however. In the summer of 1905, as preparations were under way
for the Seventh Zionist Congress, after two years of bitter strife, a group of local
Zionei Zion gathered in Yudilovitz's colony of Rishon Le-Zion. Feeling them-
selves embattled in a colony that was at the time a center of support for Uganda,
the group formulated a series of resolutions demanding of the Zionist Orga-
nization’s governing bodies that the Congress “remain a Zionist [i.e., Palestine-
focused] congress. . .according to the Basel program, which calls for...the
spiritual and political renaissance of our nation in the land of our fathers.”
They went on to demand that this commitment to Palestine be given concrete
expression through a revamping of Zionist policy. The Congress’s financial
resources, they stated, must be allocated exclusively to Zionist work in Pales-
tine, which must now be finally undertaken as an official Zionist task. The list
of demands concluded with the overarching provision that “any work involving
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a search for a state for our people outside of Palestine and its immediate en-
virons is not a part of the Congress’s mandate, and the Congress is to be for-
bidden from engaging in any such work.”*®

If the Yishuv's territorialists rejected the Zionei Zion position out of hand
as bordering on the depraved, the supporters of a Palestinocentric Zionism in
the Yishuv were no more forgiving in their castigation of their opponents,
whom they often found equally difficult to understand. “Is it possible,” as
Yehoshua Eisenstadt-Barzilai put it, “to look without disgust upon people who
sit in Zion, and call out in her name that we must leave her and seek for
ourselves a different land>"*’ If Ben-Yehuda had charged his opponents with
nationalist heresy in ostensibly giving precedence to land over people, some of
those opponents argued that it was precisely due to the centrality of the people
that the East Africa prospect ought to be rejected. Seeking to undermine the
argument of those like Ben-Yehuda and Yudilovitz, for whom East Africa was
understood as a temporary measure on the road to Palestine, a national
training ground to be complemented by a Zionist commitment to the ancestral
land, Moshe Smilansky, another veteran colonist who had immigrated in 1890
and had been one of the founders of the colony of Hedera, cautioned that “a
nation with two lands has never existed and will never exist.” All of the work
that had gone into the creation of a unifying national language and culture—in
which Ben-Yehuda and Yudilovitz had played such prominent roles—would be
rendered futile, Smilansky argued, in the event that that nation found itself
divided between two continents. “All of the physical and spiritual powers thata
people possesses,” he wrote, “are needed for the establishment and mainte-
nance of a single land. And one nation that lives in two lands becomes two
nations; England and the United States attest to this.”>® The sense that the
controversy threatened to create two distinct nations would reappear in its final
phases and become one of the factors moving at least Eliezer Ben-Yehuda away
from a territorialist position, as it served to more clearly delineate the contours
of the specifically Hebrew nation in the specifically Hebrew land of Palestine
(see chapter s).

Together with the ubiquitous religiously phrased accusations of national
heresy and sacrilege, this sense of impending national rupture also helps to
explain the intensity of emotion that accompanied the debate. In Paris, in the
first (but regrettably not the last) event of its kind in Zionist history, Chaim
Selig Luban, a young anti-Ugandist student, attempted to assassinate Max
Nordau, whom he held responsible for national treason. (Ironically, Nordau
was in fact extremely uneasy about East Africa in private, although he sup-
ported Herzl publicly).>! While in the Yishuv the level of violence remained
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comparatively muted (the budding nation had not yet developed to the point of
political assassinations), the atmosphere there was nevertheless fiercely di-
vided, breaking up alliances and at times pitting former friends against one
another in a bitter quarrel that was not infrequently accompanied by verbal
invective and even incidents of physical violence.

Both sides in the struggle complained of underhanded tactics that their
opponents were supposedly employing to gain ground. Hebrew educator Leo
(Yehuda Leib) Metman-Cohen complained that in many places (most notably
his home colony of Rishon Le-Zion) the Zionei Zion were being hounded and
physically assaulted.>?

On the other side of the barricade, Pesach Yapu, a leading proponent of
Uganda, complained that in addition to the disorganization and ineffectiveness
of his own camp, the Zionei Zion—whose ranks were being significantly
reinforced by “teachers from Russia” and “young workers”—were employing
all manner of illegitimate machinations in their struggle, “ferociously attack-
ing our more veteran Zionists."** In one letter to Yehoshua Eisenstadt-Barzilai,
now among the leaders of Palestine’s Zionei Zion, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda be-
moaned his loss of “my friend in the past,” who had become “my enemy
today.”>* Indeed, the rift between the two may have been more than ideolog-
ical. In attempting to explain why Ben-Yehuda had declined his election as
Rishon Le-Zion's representative to the Seventh Zionist Congress, one puzzled
Jerusalem Zionist reported having heard a rumor that Ben-Yehuda had been
threatened “by Eisenstadt and his cohort that if he were to go as representative
of the politicals’ agenda, there would be no hope for ‘his dictionary’ "—a ref-
erence to the Hebrew-language dictionary that was Ben-Yehuda’s lifework.>
Whether or not there was any basis to this allegation (and I have found no
further confirmation of it), Ben-Yehuda’s letter to Eisenstadt reads as an ex-
pression of genuine pain, in which he laments the fact that “hatred does not
allow you to see all that I have done over a period of twenty-five years” and that
the atmosphere in the Yishuv had grown so bitterly contentious that even “a
sensitive man like you, who knows me, can fail to understand that my feelings
are also pure and generous, even if in your eyes they are appalling.”*¢

Not all of the mail was quite as heartfelt, however. In the wake of Herzl’s
sudden death at the very height of the storm, Menahem Ussishkin—one of the
principal leaders of the opposition to Herzl and almost certainly the most
litigious—became the target of a substantial volume of hate mail that origi-
nated in Palestine (and elsewhere), in which he was frequently accused of
direct responsibility for the Zionist leader’s passing and indeed of outright
murder.%” (See figure 3.3.)
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forms in commemoration of the fallen leader through the institution of a
“Herzl Day” and the planting of a forest in his memory outside of Jerusalem
(the irony of which, given that he had died in the midst of a plan for Jewish
settlement outside of Palestine, was left unspoken). As a galvanizing symbol,
Herzl was transformed into a soldier who “fell in battle for his nation,” as
Hashkafa proclaimed,’® and his arboreal monument—the first of many yet
to come in the Yishuv—echoed the European nationalist co-optation of nature
as part of the “cult of the fallen soldier” and the planting of “heroes’ groves” for
those who fell in battle. Nature, to German nationalists commemorating the
fallen of the First World War a decade later, symbolized (among other things)
“an immortality that could be shared by the soldier and that legitimized war-
time sacrifice.”>® This immortality of the nation’s soldier, with the unity of
national purpose and the fate that was implicit in it, was granted to Herzl
through the forest planted in his name (in a national land whose contested
footing was in this case obscured), through the consecration of a tree he had
planted near the colony of Motza during his visit to Palestine (a cypress he
had apparently mistaken for a cedar and which, adding to the irony, was ap-
parently destroyed during the First World War—see figure 3.4),% and through
the celebrations of the newly instituted “Herzl Day.”

Other cultural innovations were less monumental in nature, designed
more to mobilize the Yishuv’s masses (rather than their fallen leader) in the
service of the nation. Hayim Aryeh (Leib) Zuta, a Hebrew educator and long-
time Hovev Zion and Zionist, immigrated to Palestine in 1903, just in time to
become embroiled in the raging East Africa controversy. His educational ac-
tivity there reflected his commitment to the dual centrality of the Hebrew
language and the land in Zionist education and culture, and he constructed
both his pedagogy and a range of educational rituals along these lines. One of
Zuta’s principal tasks as national educator, as he understood it, was to create
pedagogical tools and concrete rituals, practices, and customs that would ex-
press the new meanings attributed to Jewish traditions and to incorporate
them into school curricula, from whence they would become centerpieces of
the national liturgy. The forms he helped to give to the Yishuv’s holidays and
celebrations often reflected the twin influences of European nationalism and
the transfiguration of Jewish traditions. During the years of the Uganda affair,
moreover, they served as a direct assertion of a Zionei Zion stance that sought
to celebrate the powerful bonds that were supposed to have bound the Jews to
their ancestral land over the centuries.

One particularly successful ritual that Zuta helped to create for the Yishuv’s
youth—one that would later become central in Zionist and Israeli culture—
was the tiyul, the excursion into nature. Echoing themes that could be found in






THE UGANDA AFFAIR 01

Diaspora, marked by a small number of popular customs and no established
synagogue liturgy,®! this “new year of the trees” became a major celebration in
Palestine through the work of Zuta and other Hebrew educators, signaling the
beginnings of spring and the springtime of the nation, now bound up with the
land, its flora, and its nature.

In late winter of 1904, not long after his arrival, Zuta celebrated the festival
of Tu Bishvat for the first time in Palestine, with his native Palestinian stu-
dents. It was his somewhat ironic task as the newly arrived educator of these
native Palestinian youths to help inculcate in his students a bond to the land
and its landscapes. Although he seems hardly to have been aware of the irony,
the tiyud on which he took them on his first Tu Bishvat in the country did lead
him to reflect on a profound difference that he sensed between his experience
as a Hebrew educator abroad and his new experiences in Palestine. Even in
Europe, Zuta wrote, as a Zionist educator, he had sought to inculcate in his
students a sense of nature’s power of renewal. There, however, celebration of
the holiday had been marked by a distinct and inexorable sense of alienation
since “my pupils and I would go every year and plant trees on a foreign land, an
impure land.” In Palestine, the very act of hiking and planting took on a spirit
and a meaning that were of a different order. “How happy is a people that can
plant seedlings in its own land,” he wrote. Unlike the frozen winter soil of
eastern Europe—not in fact ready for new saplings (the holiday usually falls in
mid- to late February)—in Palestine “the living land lovingly accepts the sap-
lings” and imparts of its own life back to the nation. For the Jewish youth of
Palestine, Zuta explains, the act of planting is one of reciprocal rebirthing. “We
have planted trees in the land,” he wrote in veritable exultation, “we have
purified the air, we have increased the dew that quenches the flora’s thirst.”
Extending from the land to a people in equal need of new dew, Zuta adds, “we
have given the people of Israel fresh air from its own seedlings and trees. ...
May the trees blossom, may the land come to life, and may our people flour-
ish."62

Ritualized pedagogical tools such as the tiyul—bound up in this case with a
recast traditional Jewish holiday—were designed at once to both reflect and
create the nation’s bond with the land. As a native generation was being ed-
ucated in the country’s new Hebrew schools, the tiyul increasingly became a
central pillar of the Yishuv’s educational system and its public culture—and in
later decades would come to be considered a hallmark of the native culture.®®
Its appeal, as a student described it in his account of one such excursion, was in
its power “to bring us closer to our land, to come to know it not only from
books, but through our own eyes”® and feet—a feat that even a Zionist edu-
cation abroad could not offer and seemed to many Hebrew educators and
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activists such as Zuta a more powerful tool than protracted and bitter ideo-
logical debate.

Not all of the changes in the public sphere were as idyllic as Zuta’s de-
scription of Tu Bishvat, however. A Hanukkah celebration in Jerusalem in the
winter of 1904-1905 deteriorated into verbal abuse and physical violence when
it turned out that both Ugandists and Palestinists were among the speakers
chosen to address the assembly.5® And in the Rishon Le-Zion winery, ferment
was not confined to the barrels. According to a report by Leo Metman-Cohen,
the owners and managers of the winery “have begun to persecute the [Zion-)
Zionist workers.” In a letter to Menahem Ussishkin, Metman described a later
infamous altercation between the young worker (and Zion-Zionist) Shlomo
Zemach and the local (Ugandist) clerk who slapped him, as Metman would
have it, without provocation, (in his own memoirs, Zemach did not make as
full a claim to passive innocence).%® Another worker, he wrote, had been ex-
pelled merely for speaking Hebrew, as well as for speaking his mind.*’

To those engaged in it, the struggle was not only over the direction and
meaning of Zionism but also (yet more critically) over the very nature of the
Jewish nation and its bond with the land. Metman described the almost pal-
pable hostility that persisted even after the 1905 Seventh Zionist Congress
removed East Africa from the Zionist Organization’s agenda and conferred
upon Palestine an unprecedented centrality in the movement’s thinking
and praxis. “In Basel,” he wrote (where the congress had taken place), “the
[Palestine-] Zionists won, but in Palestine itself, the territorialists are advanc-
ing. Our victory in the Congress led to such bitterness that they have come to
utterly despise us.”®® The turmoil, he related, penetrated every corner of life in
his home colony of Rishon Le-Zion, including the school, where the principal
drama, to judge from his letter, unfolded between himself and the French
teacher, whom he had earlier replaced as headmaster. Interpersonal rivalry
thus became entangled in struggles over pedagogy and ideology, with the
French teacher demanding to be reinstated as headmaster and his further
demand “that all studies other than Hebrew (Bible and grammar) take place in
French.” Metman in turn insisted that the school declare itself “a national-
Hebrew school” in which “the language of instruction must be Hebrew.” As
Metman relates it, the Ugandist-territorialist majority on the colony council
rejected his demands with ideological disdain. “First give us a land,” they
retorted, “then you can found schools.” In what later proved to be a critical turn
of events for the creation of a Hebrew national education, Metman responded
by handing in his resignation.®® A short time later, he founded a new school in
Jaffa, which soon took the name “Herzlia Gymnasium” (after the deceased
leader who, ironically, had proposed the alternative territorial plan in the first
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place). Metman's initiative quickly took on the form of a national undertaking,
and the school, whose structure and curriculum were conceived in such a way
as to be firmly rooted in the soil of Palestine, emerged as one of the most
powerful vehicles for the production and dissemination of a new national
culture in the Yishuv.

By the summer of 1905, Herzl had died, Britain had all but retracted its East
Africa offer, and the Seventh Zionist Congress had declared Palestine the
Zionist Movement's sole territorial focus. Pleased with the Zionei Zion victory
at the Zionist Congress, Leo Metman now sought to parallel it by stamping
the educational and cultural institutions in the Yishuv as well with the stamp
of the Zionei Zion. “Only if education is in our hands,” he wrote, “will we be
able, within a short time, to create a national element in Palestine that will be
capable of performing colonizational and political acts and of slowly and
gradually extirpating the decay that has become so deeply imbedded in Pa-
lestinian society.”’® Some five months later, he was joined by educators Eliezer
Pepper, David Yellin, and others, who together founded the Committee for a
National Hebrew Education.”! Echoing the sense that the seventh congress
had marked the beginning of a new departure for cultural work in Palestine, a
satisfied Menahem Ussishkin commented that the task of “nationalizing Is-
rael, of binding and uniting them,” required that “there, in the land of our
fathers,” work be undertaken “to set stone upon stone for the creation of an
eternal edifice.””?

If the question of territory, which had been the cause of two years of strife,
was one of the central pillars of that edifice, the other was the Hebrew lan-
guage. A great deal of effort had already gone into creating and disseminating
a modern, spoken Hebrew in Palestine. Whatever difficulties and frictions
this endeavor faced, it was at this point—when compared with the unrest of
the Uganda affair—progressing in comparative peace. A full decade would yet
elapse before the question of Hebrew would itself incur a veritable war in the
Yishuv. Unlike the territorial battlefield, however, where strife had resulted
from an inherent Zionist ambivalence, the war for Hebrew would erupt out of
a virtual consensus in the Yishuv that the language had in fact largely ripened
as the national tongue of an emerging Hebrew nation. In these early years of
the century, however, such a prospect still seemed unlikely at best. The dra-
matic change that took place in the space of a decade was the fruit of ongoing
efforts to shape a modern Hebrew language and the Hebrews who would
speak it.
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A Mother Tongue
in the Fatherland

Transforming a Jewish Community
into a Hebrew Yishuv

The Hebrew language had been a focal point of struggles and at-
tempts to modernize the Jews since the earliest days of the Haskalah
in the late eighteenth century. As Iris Parush has compellingly
shown, language—and varying degrees of access to it—had played
important roles in the social and political structure of traditional
European Jewish society, and maskilic efforts to propagate what many
maskilim (proponents of Haskalah) considered a pure biblical He-
brew and the study of its grammar was part of a wide-ranging power
struggle between the traditional Jewish elites and these new chal-
lengers. It was, as she writes, a contest over “who would be ‘master of
the tongue’ and who would thus be able to shape the conscious-
ness of society.”! This contest continued as the Hebrew language
evolved into an integral component of an emergent Jewish national-
ism a century later (first in Europe and then in Palestine), although it
naturally changed in focus and tenor along the way, as the visions
of Jewishness that the language was being mobilized to shape
themselves underwent substantial shifts.

Not surprisingly, calls for a revival of Hebrew had therefore been
an important part of the backdrop to the emergence of Hibbat Zion
and Zionism. The specific role the language was to play as it was
becoming an integral component of some leading currents of Jewish
nationalism, however, was initially a matter for negotiation. In the
early years of the twentieth century, the place of Hebrew in the Jewish
national renaissance and the indissoluble bond between the land of
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Israel and the Hebrew language that would later be conceived as the twin
constitutive elements of the nation’s culture in Palestine were as yet unsettled
(and to some, unsettling). A social basis for spoken Hebrew, after all, still
seemed even to many of its advocates a highly optimistic vision at best, and the
national territory was still under (now bitter) dispute. The bridge connecting
the language and territory was, consequently, a wobbly one indeed.

Some of the data on the processes by which Hebrew became the spoken
language of Palestine’s Jewish community and the evidence regarding the
human agents who were primarily responsible for these processes remain
controversial, as does the timing at which a sufficiently significant social basis
for spoken Hebrew emerged, helping to shape a new Hebrew public (and
private) sphere. Tudor Parfitt has suggested not only that the popular emphasis
on the role of Eliezer Ben-Yehuda in this process has been overstated but also
that Ben-Yehuda was able to erect his grand structure of Hebrew speech only
on the basis of a preexisting infrastructure of extensive use of Hebrew among
Palestine’s Jews well before the introduction of the nationalist ideology that
would motivate Ben-Yehuda and others.? According to Parfitt, it was in fact the
largely secular nationalism of the Hebrew educators who appeared on the
scene around the turn of the century that led to a retreat of spoken Hebrew
among the traditionalist “Old Yishuv.” A similar position is taken by Shlomo
Haramati, who argues that Jews in Palestine had been speaking Hebrew “for
many years and had created a kind of colloquial-natural dialect of Hebrew
speech in their daily lives” long before the arrival of the Zionist and Hebraist
modernizers.

Benjamin Harshav, on the other hand, has argued that reports on Hebrew
speech prior to the eve of the First World War (the type of evidence educed by
Parfitt) are exaggerations at best, meant primarily for external consumption
and calculated to project an image of the Yishuv that had little to do with its
reality. The social cells that would become the bearers of the Yishuv's new
spoken Hebrew, he suggests, emerged only with the advent of the “second
Aliya,” in the decade prior to the Great War (see chapter 5).* In his study of
Hebrew’s transition from “the language of a few to the language of a nation,”
Nathan Efrati has attempted to quantify the number of Hebrew speakers in the
Yishuv in the decades leading up to the First World War. Even with the use of
census data, however, the numbers have proven tenuous.’ It is in any case
difficult to determine with anything approaching a degree of clarity not only
who was speaking Hebrew but also what speaking Hebrew actually meant—
the lines separating knowledge of, occasional usage of, and a passive under-
standing of a language can be nebulous, even (perhaps especially) when armed
with census data.®
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If part of what separates Parfitt and Haramati from Harshav is a conflict
over the relationship between continuity and rupture in the linguistic history of
Hebrew in Palestine,” moreover, some scholars have recently proposed that the
vernacular of the Yishuv (and even more so, of Israeli society later)—in marked
contrast to the classical image of modern Hebrew as a continuation of an
ancient linguistic tradition extending back to biblical Hebrew—is in fact an
entirely new language. In it, they maintain, the outer trappings of Hebrew have
been draped over a structural skeleton borrowed from both Yiddish and the
European languages that were the true vernaculars of the would-be revivers.?

While they do not stand at the center of my discussion, these controversies
are helpful in framing some of the questions that pertain to the role of Hebrew
in shaping the budding nation in the Yishuv. The evidence from the early years
of the twentieth century does seem to point to at least some significant pockets
of Hebrew speech that had come into being by that time. Surveying the lin-
guistic reality in the country and in his home city of Jerusalem in particular,
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda commented at the first convention of the Hebrew Tea-
chers’ Association in 1903 that even “the Old Yishuv...has already made a
step in speech.”® Other participants expressed their sense that the Hebrew
being used in the “New Yishuv” colonies might already be sufficiently devel-
oped to stand alone in fulfilling their needs.'® Made for internal consumption
by educators who all resided in Palestine (rather than as propaganda for
readers who had no means of assessing these claims), these comments take on
a particularly compelling aspect. The cautious tone they invoke, however,
suggests the importance of Uzzi Oman’s distinction between the claim that
“the language which the Jews speak usually is Hebrew” and a more moderate
one to the effect that “the Jews are able to speak Hebrew and they do so when
the need arises.”"!

In the final analysis, if Hebrew speech seems to have had some presence
in Palestine, the multilingual character of the Jewish population there was
undoubtedly a more conspicuous reality even well into the early years of the
twentieth century. Included in the linguistic mélange were not only the dis-
parate languages spoken by Jews of various parts of the world but also a wide
range of other languages brought into the country through the involvement of
European powers competing for political, religious, and cultural influence in
the Ottoman Empire and in the Holy Land specifically. The impulse of some
early Zionists to transform Hebrew from the modemn literary medium it had
become (through the efforts of the Haskalah) into a spoken language that
would serve as the basis for a “Hebrew” culture was reinforced by the multi-
lingual and multicultural reality in the Yishuv that was so abhorred by Zionist
activists there.
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The various philanthropic organizations active in the education of the
Jewish community’s youth invariably provided the institutions they sponsored
with the cultural and linguistic flavors of their countries of origin. The Alliance
Israélite Universelle stressed French; the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden,
German; and the principal language of instruction at the Eveline de Rothschild
school in Jerusalem was English. These European Jewish organizations were
an important source of funding and support for the beginnings of modern
education in Palestine and were not only appreciated as such but often courted
as important allies by the Yishuv’s Zionists, who lacked their own resources to
invest in the modernization they sought to effect. And yet, however cordial the
rapport between the Yishuv's nationalists and these nonnationalist (and at
times even antinationalist) philanthropies, it was also a locus of some mutual
chafing. From early on in this relationship, the educational system it produced
seemed to some Zionists in Palestine to be “hitting us with an additional
affliction” and creating further separation and discord instead of contributing
to Zionist efforts to combat the forces of division that seemed to them to be
tugging at the Yishuv’s social fabric.!?

In a one-act play titled “Scenes from the Life of the Next Generation:
Between Man and Wife,” Hemda Ben-Yehuda painted a vivid portrait of what,
from the perspective of the Yishuv’s Hebraists, seemed a harmful linguistic
muddle and of the disintegrative implications she saw it having on the daily life
and social foundations of the Yishuv. Set in the living room of a young couple’s
home in Palestine, the play presents even this intimate setting as a locus of
conflicting loyalties engendered by the excessively cosmopolitan and multi-
lingual character of the Yishuv’s educational institutions—highlighting the
expectation that Hebrew would transform public and private spheres alike. The
scene she describes takes place in

a small room. A bookshelf hangs on the eastern wall. On it are
approximately ten English and French books. ... In the right hand
corner, an American flag. ... Above it, a picture of Queen Victoria
painted on a lovely plate. ... In the left-hand comer is a French
flag. ... Rosie is sitting and embroidering the word “Wilkommen” to
hang on the western wall, facing the entrance.

If the home itself stands as testimony to the national-linguistic confusion
in the lives of Palestine’s Jews, the acrimonious interaction between husband
and wife that soon ensues, and which defines the morality play, argues (rather
unsubtly) for the impossibility of a healthy social and family life given the
Yishuv’s cultural, linguistic, and political multivocality. When Rosie’s husband,
Salvator, enters, he addresses her in (“fluent”) French, quickly growing livid as
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he notices the changed placement of the flags that adomn their living room—
his French flag, a note of gratitude from the local school principal where he
supervised the children to make certain they spoke French, and her American
flag (a gift from a tourist from New York who had been impressed by her
English).

Following a round of mutual recrimination, Ben-Yehuda has the couple’s
two-year-old boy enter the scene. Tearing at the child physically and psycho-
logically, both parents gesture to him, Salvator calling out “Vien, bébé!” and
Rosie beckoning in English “Come, little boy!”!? As his parents each reach out
for him, “the boy takes one step in this direction, another step in that direc-
tion,” finally hiding his face in his mother’s lap. Hoping to seduce the child
away from his mother, Salvator takes out a piece of candy that he offers to
“Marcel,” who responds with a weak and hesitant “mer-ci, Pa-pa.” Dismayed at
this interaction, Rosie pulls the child to her against his will, lamenting that
“Mickey can’t even speak my language, and is being called ‘Marcel.’ * Speaking
to him lovingly, she tells the boy that “you will be English, my sweet. To hell
with the French,” at which point the conflict breaks out into physical violence
as Salvator slaps his wife, the two hurl chairs at one another, and Salvator
leaves their (no longer) shared home. The home itself, in Ben-Yehuda’s alle-
gory, is broken up by the Yishuv’s splintered culture. Rather than a symbol of
the hopes for a new generation of Hebrews that will arise in Palestine,
moreover, the child becomes the fulcrum of the play’s tragedy—a represen-
tative of a young generation torn by its elders’ cultural disarray.*

This sense of cultural disarray in the face of competing linguistic forces
mirrored (in the sense of both reflecting and reversing) a pivotal dilemma faced
by Jewish culture producers in the Europe where many of Palestine’s activists
had made their first steps in cultural activity. There, too, the Russian, Polish, or
German languages and cultural spheres served both to help “shape the idea of
a modern Jewish culture” and at the same time to threaten its potential being
through its power to “seduce successive waves of young men and women into
it” and to “draw [them] into the culture of the metropole.”* It was precisely this
allure of the dominant non-Jewish cultures that, at least implicitly, the Zionist
cultural undertaking in Palestine was expected to avoid. If, in Europe, non-
Jewish languages were inevitably dominant, Palestine seemed to offer a unique
setting that would be largely free of such temptations—a culturally virgin soil
on which a new national culture could become the definitive, ultimately heg-
emonic, cultural force of a new metropole. Indeed, if the extent to which
Zionists imagined Palestine as an unpopulated land is often overstated,'® some
certainly viewed it as culturally vacant.'” In the context of this notion of Pa-
lestine as an open cultural playing field in which Hebrew would have a free
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creative hand, the many other tongues that were ubiquitous throughout the
country came quickly to be deemed “foreign languages” by Palestine’s He-
braists.

Precisely what should be done about these “foreign languages” was a
matter for some division of opinion even among the Yishuv’s Zionists and
Hebraists (two groups that had significant overlap but were by no means
identical). Some suggested that a degree of instruction in a European language
was important, particularly for students who might wish to go beyond the
limits of the basic education available in Palestine.'® Others believed that,
instead of the foreign languages that served to highlight the Jews’ own for-
eignness in their land, greater weight ought to be given to Turkish since
graduates of the Yishuv's schools ought to be able to speak the language of the
government and ruling powers."”

Yet another voice held that Arabic might be more valuable since, in any
case, “most of the government officials speak Arabic, even if Turkish is the
official language” and that, more important, “the natives of the land respect no
one who does not speak Arabic.” Knowledge of the local language, according to
this view, was essential for any effective Zionist work in the land.?° At times a
distinction was made between the differing needs of urban and rural students.
“All that a farmer needs to know,” the prominent Hebrew educator David
Yellin argued, “can be learned in Hebrew alone,” and the introduction of other
languages was “not only superfluous, it is a great disaster” since it above all
effectively reproduced the European Jewish situation in which other languages
constituted a temptation away from the soil itself and from the land of Israel
more broadly writ.?!

Yet another distinction was made at times between different European
languages and their sponsoring bodies. If, by the end of the decade, the
German-Jewish Hilfsverein would emerge as the Hebraists’ arch nemesis (see
chapter 10), in the early years of the decade, it was the French language and
the Alliance Israélite Universelle schools that attracted much of their wrath—
in Palestine as throughout much of the Ottoman Empire.?? It was within the
Alliance, according to David Yellin, that one would find the stronghold of
opposition to the Hebrew Teachers’ Association.?> And Israel Belkind, a vet-
eran educator who had founded a Hebrew school in Jaffa in 1889 (which was
among the first of its kind), blamed its lack of longevity on the support he had
been forced to seek from the Alliance due to the lack of more congenial or-
ganizations in Palestine at the time—a compromise to which he had resigned
himself in spite of the fact that, as he wrote, the Alliance Israélite Universelle
was “diametrically opposed” to ideas of national revival. As he prepared to open
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a remodeled version of the school in 1902, he pledged that “the new school will
distance itself entirely from any such affiliation.”?*

If “foreign languages” posed a lingering problem (and one that would
grow more irksome as the social and institutional infrastructure of Hebrew
grew), even Hebrew itself, as it was used in the Yishuv, failed to offer the
picture of unity its advocates would have liked to see. It was “entirely un-
pleasant,” as one Jerusalem teacher complained, to hear in so small a country
so grating a cacophony of disparate accents, dialects, and pronunciations.”
Even to many of those who were inclined to make the effort to speak Hebrew,
the forms, mannerisms, and intonations with which the language ought to be
spoken—even the gestures that ought to accompany it—remained a mystery.
This was no idle concem for a movement set on countering a long-standing
European Christian tradition which associated the sound and gestures of
Jewish speech with “a hidden language which mirrors the perverse or peculiar
nature of the Jew.”2® Hebrew, in this context, was viewed as perhaps the most
important vehicle for an overarching revolution in Jewish life that would
“normalize” Jewish being and eliminate its perversities. Its mannerisms and
attendant gestures were consequently of great importance.

One pseudonymous letter writer, after first attesting to his thorough
knowledge of the language, turned to the readers and editor of Hashkafa for
guidance with his recurrent social embarrassment at being expected to ex-
press himself in a Hebrew style whose formality, he believed, was an imitation
of European forms that were foreign to Hebrew. Now that “the number of
speakers of the language is growing,” he argued, the Yishuv would have to
create for itself “a single language and the same words [safa ahat u-devarim
ahadim)."¥ This phrase, borrowed from the biblical story of the Tower of Babel
(Genesis 11:1) and used in this context to indicate not the multiplicity of distinct
languages but the atomization even of the Yishuv’s Hebrew, was repeated in
the sympathetic response that appeared two issues later, whose author, Israel
Halevi Teller, a Hebrew educator who had immigrated to Palestine and settled
in the colony of Rehovot in 1897, called upon the public to submit “suggestions
for new and renewed words and gestures,” which he hoped would be “dis-
cussed and then resolved in practice.”®

In confronting these problems and seeking to equalize accents and man-
ners of speech “among all sectors of the nation living in our land,” Rosh Pina
educator Simcha Wilkomitz argued that the Yishuv’s Zionists would do well to
learn from analogous nationalist efforts in Europe. There, he explained, con-
fronted by languages with accents and dialects “even more distant from one
another than is the Ashkenazic accent from the Sephardic,” nationalists had
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nevertheless succeeded in educating youth who “all share a single language
and a single accent.” If this could be accomplished “among all nations,” he
concluded, it could surely be achieved in Palestine—and it was the principal
responsibility of the schools and their teachers to do just this.??

In order to carry this out, it would first be necessary to determine which of
the accents, dialects, and linguistic mores was most suitable for the emergent
nation. Practicality, according to Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, militated in favor of a
Sephardic pronunciation since this had already become the norm even in the
Old Yishuv in interethnic communication.’® It was a happy coincidence,
moreover, that the aesthetics and science of the emerging nation dictated even
more forcefully that the Yishuv adopt a Sephardic Hebrew. In spite of the fact
that there had admittedly “been no phonograph when the language was alive
in the past,” Ben-Yehuda argued that the bulk of scientific evidence showed the
Sephardic accent to be purer and more authentic, closer to the original Hebrew
pronunciation of biblical Israel. By contrast, the wide range of distinct Ash-
kenazi accents, Simcha Wilkomitz observed—each the result of a different
environment—was a clear indication of their exilic origin.’! Finally, Ben-
Yehuda added, capping the argument and reflecting the lingering influence of
a “myth of Sephardic supremacy,” which had long characterized a great deal
of European Jewish thought (influenced in various ways by European Orien-
talist ideas), “the Sephardic accent is in any case more pleasing and proper.”*2

If the debates over accent and manner of speech were, at bottom, dis-
cussions on the form and character to be given to a newly reshaped nation torn
between East and West, the question of language also played a central role in
outlining the contours of the individual men and women who would be the
new “Hebrews.” Responding to a European discursive tradition in which the
diagnosis of Jewish malady was attributed most obviously to the Jewish male,*?
Zionism's vision of a “new Jew” and of the Hebrew native of Palestine likewise
often focused on the new Jewish male. The blueprint for the “new Jew” had
come from visions that lay at the root of Zionist thinking, such as that em-
bodied in Max Nordau’s famous Muskeljudentum (muscle Judaism). In Pales-
tine, some argued that the muscled native had already begun to become a
reality by the early years of the twentieth century and that this was somehow
directly related to his Hebrew speech. A quick comparison between the strong
and courageous “Hebrews” of Palestine and the feeble Jews of the Diaspora,
wrote Itamar Ben-Avi, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s native-born son, shows the dra-
matic transformation that a life of Hebrew speech in the Hebrew land had
wrought.*

If it is in some sense unremarkable that this transformation of the Jew-
ish man was to be effected through the principal instrument of the Hebrew
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language, the impact of the language on Jewish women entailed an inherent
tension from the outset. Zionists (and many non-Zionists) conceived of He-
brew as a distinctly “male” language. Its revival in Palestine was geared in large
measure toward redeeming the masculinity of the ostensibly feminized Jew,
whose emasculation was in part conditioned by and reflected in his language.
The “essential femininity” that was assumed to characterize the Yiddish lan-
guage (still of course the principal language for most European Jews) was, as
Naomi Seidman has written, seen to extend “as if by contagion” to the men
who used it The respective imageries of masculinity and femininity asso-
ciated with these Jewish languages, moreover, were rooted in a social reality in
which Hebrew and Yiddish readerships were defined to a great extent along
gender lines, and the knowledge of Hebrew that was considered fundamental
in the traditional Jewish education of young boys was seen as at best super-
fluous for girls.® As educator Hayim Aryeh (Leib) Zuta contended in his
memoirs, the failure of his attempts to establish a modern Hebrew heder for
girls in his native Lithuania had been due to the parents’ unwillingness to “pay
for their daughters’ Hebrew even a quarter of what they spent on their sons.”’

In his role as headmaster of the Hovevei Zion School for girls in Jaffa after
immigrating to Palestine, Zuta dedicated much of his educational activity to
the goal of “raising educated Hebrew mothers for Palestine and for the Jewish
world,” as one of the school’s fund-raising appeals explained its mission.?®
This creation of a new Hebrew woman, largely through the medium of lan-
guage, is an aspect of Zionist activity in Palestine that has only recently begun
to be increasingly appreciated.’® Indeed, whatever its association with mas-
culinity, the Hebrew language project placed Palestine’s Jewish women in an
ambivalent position, relegating them in many respects to a traditional role in
the home but catapulting them in others into the very vanguard of the national
project. “Our most important Hebrew assets,” Eliezer Ben-Yehuda argued,
“are Hebrew-speaking women,” echoing a maskilic tradition that looked to
women as the principal engines of modernization.*® And along with the im-
portance of women in the re-creation of the language went a refiguration of
Jewish womanhood as a critical national task, whose lesser visibility as com-
pared with that of Hebrew masculinity may reflect not only the inherent male
focus among many Yishuv Zionists but also a deeper divergence in the very
experiences of Jewish men and women in their encounter with the crises
begotten by European modernity.

Like her male counterpart, this new Hebrew woman would be constructed
as a direct rebuttal of familiar European imageries of Jewish women. Europe’s
Jewess, however, was in many senses the diametrical opposite of the Jewish
man: If Jewish men were weak, effeminate, and desexualized, Jewish women
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were often imagined as boasting an overly sexual exotic beauty—temptresses
on the prowl. The trope of the Jewish woman’s sexual depravity, moreover, was
given an ostensibly empirical boost by the disproportionate Jewish presence in
the white slave trade and in prostitution in Europe, in parts of the “new world,”
and in Palestine itself, a fact that helped it to become one of the central
concerns informing efforts to construct a new Hebrew womanhood in pre-
World War I Palestine.*!

It was due in large measure to precisely such concems that a group of
young women came together in 1904 to found a new organization called
Tze'irot Yerushalayim [Young Women of Jerusalem}—an echo of the Tze'irei
Yerushalayim [Young Men of Jerusalem], which had been established shortly
before.*? Dedicated to the dissemination of Hebrew speech among Jerusalem’s
women and to “fostering an intense love for our language, our nation, and our
country” as their founding statement explained,*’ the new organization was
greeted with enthusiasm by the city’s Hebraists, who celebrated it in a series of
editorials and letters that appeared in Jerusalem’s Hebrew press.** The author
of one of these recounted how the sight of “row after row of young women,
walking and speaking in Hebrew” as they emerged from their meeting—held
at the site of the Hebrew kindergarten*> (on which, see below)—transported
him to “delightful visions of ancient times, when we were a nation settled on
its own land, and the young Hebrew maidens danced in gardens, dressed in
white dresses.” For others, the sight was less inspiring. Standing nearby, ac-
cording to the report, was “a Jewish Hassid with long sidelocks.” Upon seeing
the young Hebrew-speaking women, he began to flee “like a dog catching the
scent of a stick,” spitting toward them and bemoaning “the abomination [that]
has spread into here!™*®

Even for its supporters, however, the vision represented by Tze'irot Yer-
ushalayim seemed a far cry from the reality of Jerusalem’s young Jewish
women. A response by teacher and journalist Ben-Zion Taragan, a founding
member of the parallel Tze'irei Yerushalayim, implored the members of the
new organization to make “the moral level of our young women” a central
focus of its Hebrew activity since “it is corrupted by the many lewd songs that
are current among us,” songs that are “spiced with decadence and licen-
tiousness.” Aside from the fact that they “express neither taste nor beauty . ..no
worthy emotions, [and] have no proper rhyme or rhythm,” these songs “do not
even use pure language, but rather the basest Sephardi jargon.” If the ef-
feminacy of the Jewish man was reflected in his language and speech, lin-
guistic corrosion was in this case a manifestation of the Jewish woman’s sexual
depravity. Unable to tolerate hearing these “ugly, degenerate words . . . coming
out of the mouths of innocent young girls,” Taragan looked to Tze'irot Yer-
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ushalayim to inculcate the Hebrew language and a Hebrew spirit that would
safeguard the “modesty [of the] daughters of Israel” and ensure that “the name
of Israel not be desecrated.”*’

Inone of its 190§ issues, Hashkafa ran a song that was in some sense a direct
attempt to implement this goal and provide a concrete cultural instrument—
an actual Hebrew song (of which there were still few)—for the country’s Jewish
women. The note accompanying it explained that the song was to be sung to
“the familiar and cheerful tune of the Jargonish [Yiddish) song ‘Hot a Yid a
Veibele [A Jew Has a Little Wife),’ ” although that song was “full of nonsense
and owes its popularity exclusively to its melody.” At the hands of Hashkafa's
would-be lyricist, a lighthearted (if perhaps slightly misogynistic) Yiddish song
poking fun at the miseries of marriage to a wife who cannot even make a
decent kugel was now transformed into a rather staid Hebrew tribute to the
merits of “The Hebrew Wife,” whose stanzas explained that

The Hebrew wife/Is the basis of the joy
Of her family so full of life/She is honest, sincere and never coy

She is a loyal companion/Her husband’s garland and his love
Pure, innocent, unsullied/A gift from God above

Participates in all/Works and gives him aid
In the cowshed cleans the stalls/And in the shop she is his aide

Spends on nothing that’s not needed/Her home her one affair
No needs it has go unheeded/And for the children she does care.*®

Literary merits aside, this was no mere linguistic translation of the Yiddish
song, but a transformation of language and wife alike into something that was
both new and distinctly Hebrew, something the lyricist himself was careful to
stress in his accompanying note. The roles that the new song assigned to
women were in many senses a reflection of the fact that women'’s responsi-
bilities in the Yishuv—as envisioned even by those who saw themselves as
revolutionaries in Jewish life—often remained very traditional. It was precisely
this conservative streak, however—and the fact that one of these traditional
tasks, as the lyrics suggest, was caring for children—that placed Palestine’s
women (at least potentially) in a pivotal position in the vital national task of
inculcating Hebrew in the younger generation. There was a virtual consensus
among the Yishuv’s Hebraists that if Hebrew was to become a truly spoken
language, it would have to be instilled in the children early on. And doing this
would inevitably fall to women, who would be charged with tending to the
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youngest children in the new educational frameworks that were to be set up to
this end.

Early in 1903 a letter from four prominent Jerusalem educators to the Berlin
offices of the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden proposed the establishment of a
Hebrew kindergarten in Jerusalem and sought the backing and assistance of
the German-Jewish philanthropic organization.* Jerusalem’s proposed He-
brew kindergarten would not be the first of its kind—the first had been es-
tablished in 1898 in Rishon Le-Tzion by David Yudilovitz,>® and there were
certainly many other Hebrew schools for older pupils in the colonies. But the
attempt to open such a school in Jerusalem was deemed to be of particular
importance given the city's status as a stronghold of the orthodox Old Yishuv.
The Hilfsverein responded as hoped, and Jerusalem’s first Hebrew kinder-
garten (figure 4.1) opened a number of months later in spite of the protests and
bans by the city’s Ashkenazi rabbis.*!

Given the high stakes associated with the kindergarten, however, and the
expectations it would arouse for a dramatic transformation of Jerusalem'’s
younger generation, the speed with which its founders (all men) abandoned
the task of actually running it is striking. The one address given by a woman at
the second conference of the Hebrew Teachers’ Association in 1904 (only two
others participated) was by Elisheva Gissin, who had been appointed teacher in
the kindergarten (and who had, incidentally, also been one of the founders of
Tze'irot Yerushalayim). After detailing some of the professional difficulties
faced by the kindergarten teachers in their essentially unprecedented educa-
tional task, Gissin appealed to the overwhelmingly male gathering to come to
the aid of the women, proposing that “all male and female teachers in each and
every city and colony gather together to examine questions pertaining to the
education of the younger generation”—a request that would naturally have
entailed greater and more active inclusion of the women in educational mat-
ters generally and in the work of the Teachers’ Association. “After all,” she
reminded her male colleagues, walking a delicate line between an expected
deference and a claim for a more egalitarian division of labor, “it is we who
prepare for you the foundations of the building; we hand over to you children
who have been prepared, who speak the language.”*?

In his response, whose somewhat deprecating tone seems to echo even off
the page of the written protocol, David Yellin explained that, notwithstanding
his appreciation for the fact that Gissin had called “attention to a very serious
issue,” the male educators “cannot really express an opinion regarding the
kindergartens since it is a topic in which we are not well versed. We therefore
hand the profession over to you, our distinguished women teachers, to engage






78 BECOMING HEBREW

in it, to disseminate it, and to perfect yourselves in it through books and
journals.” Shared meetings did not seem to be imminent. Yellin did believe,
however, that in one area—the purity and integrity of the Hebrew language—
the male teachers would have to step in. He was concerned, he explained, that
“our language has been somewhat corrupted in the mouths of the little ones,
and the male teachers must visit the kindergartens, listen to the corruptions
and errors, and then gather the female teachers together and call their atten-
tion to the mistakes.” Although it was up to women to trouble themselves with
young children, in other words, they would need the assistance and guidance
of the men, who alone could guard against the linguistic “corruptions” that
emerged once the Hebrew language left the pages of intellectual journals and
began to be transformed into a language used by young children (under the
supervision of women).>

In her memoirs, Shlomit Flaum, who would arrive in Palestine some years
later (in 1911) to serve as head teacher in one of a number of additional Hebrew
kindergartens that had by then been established in Jerusalem, adds her own,
somewhat more collegial description of the help she often received from the
men who were the city’s Hebrew language experts. “Whenever I would feel
myself at a loss for Hebrew words or expressions,” she wrote, “I would turn to
[Eliezer] Ben-Yehuda or to Dr. [Aaron Meir] Mazieh and ask them. And im-
mediately thereafter I would incorporate these innovations into my educational
work, placing them in the mouths of the children. In this way, we inculcated
knowledge of the language and enriched ourselves and our children.”>*

A very different vision of the Hebrew woman, her relationship with the
Hebrew language, and her role in the national renaissance appears in the
writings of Hemda Ben-Yehuda. In her feminist-inflected Zionism, a funda-
mental change in the image and social position of women was conceived as an
integral component of the national rebirth and the human progress of which it
was a part. When in June of 1904 she launched a fashion column in the
family’s newspaper, Hashakfa, she confessed in her debut piece that it was with
“fear and trembling” that she had decided to make a place for fashion for “the
first time ever . . . on the pages of a Hebrew journal.”** Confirming these fears,
her column would later become the target of considerable derision, especially
in the Labor-Zionist periodicals, where it was presented as testimony to the
lowbrow character of the Ben-Yehuda newspapers and its “tasteless imitation
[of } Parisian indolence.”®¢

A look at her fashion column, however, reveals both that its place in a
Hebrew journal was by no means accidental to her overarching national vision
and that it often served as a platform for women’s issues in Palestine and
throughout the world. Fashion, as Ben-Yehuda explained, “instructs women
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not only with regard to their clothing and outer appearance, but concerns itself
with their education and development [and] teaches them the general rule:
emancipate yourselves!”*’ [llustrative of this point, she reported in one column
on a conference on women'’s fashion that had taken place in Berlin, at which
the participants argued for sweeping changes in women'’s clothing, taking aim
particularly at “the corset, which terribly constricts the stomach and displaces
organs from their natural positions, consequently leading to a range of dis-
eases.” As a piece of clothing, Ben-Yehuda editorialized, the corset belongs
only “in a museum for the art of foolishness.”®

Indeed, her initial concerns notwithstanding, the decision to make room
for such discussion in a Hebrew newspaper in Palestine was a reflection of the
inseparability of women’s liberation from the project for national revival in
Ben-Yehuda's worldview and of the centrality of the Hebrew language to both.
It was up to women, she often argued, to stand at the very vanguard of the
nation and the national movement. In another column, she explained that only
the youth of Palestine, as the single authentic expression of the national ideal,
can play the leading role in the nationalization of the Jews both in Palestine
and abroad. This cadre of native-born national leaders, however, would have to
be spearheaded by the Yishuv's young women. “You cannot imagine the im-
pression made by a young woman speaking Hebrew,” she wrote, “a woman
who takes the lead in her national movement.”*® The dual role for women in
the creation of a modern spoken Hebrew in Palestine reflected an ambivalence
that seems to have been at least in part a carryover from Jewish societies in
eastern Europe, where some traditional dicta were understood as militating
against providing women and young girls an education that would give them
access to traditional texts and knowledge, while some maskilim sought to turn
their marginality in the Jewish educational system on its head and make them
leading vehicles of modernization.*

Alongside the gender line, the impact of Hebrew’s transformative power was
expected to be shaped along at least two additional (and interconnected) fault
lines—that of age and the generational divide and that of reconfigured notions
of sacrality and profanity. As the focus on kindergartens suggests—and the
1903 initiative was just the beginning of a veritable wave of new Hebrew
kindergartens—it was primarily upon the youngest children that the Yishuv's
Hebraists most firmly believed they would be able to effect the combined
physical-psychical revolution they sought to carry out. In this, the Jerusalem
kindergarten shared much with the first kindergartens in nineteenth-century
Europe, which had been similarly conceived as responses to the “social ques-
tion” of the age and were expected to serve as instruments in the creation of a
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new human type, thus often becoming loci of struggle between liberals and
conservatives.®!

For Zionists in Palestine, the goal of shaping a new Hebrew type through
the kindergarten was intertwined with the task of figuring a new national
sacrality that would compete with and indeed supersede traditional Jewish
sacralities. In contrast to (or in conjunction with) its status as holy city, Jer-
usalem was, in the minds of many Zionists, a site of exile and combined
physical and spiritual ignominy—a further reason for the importance of the
kindergarten project as a transformative tool and, conversely, for the Ashka-
nazi rabbis’ visceral response to it. Whatever the purposes of the new chil-
dren’s center, they wrote in an angry broadside, the kindergarten would surely
not produce “holy fruit of praise [to God) (Peri Kodesh Hilulim).” What it clearly
would do would be to “turn the children’s hearts away from the ways of Torah
and lead them to walk in tortuous paths.”®?

In an open letter to the rabbis, the kindergarten’s founders fervently
protested the imprecation, objecting that in no way had they intended to pose a
challenge to the sacred core of Judaism. The school, they wrote, was being
established in order to “teach our young children prayers and blessings. ..so
that, from their very childhood, they might be good Jews, loyal to our laws and
our Holy Torah.” Indeed, the Hebrew language that was to be the language of
instruction and speech had been chosen so as to ensure that “our children
might be immersed all day long in our holy tongue,” an imperative for which
they produced a series of classic rabbinic proof texts.

Whether the educators’ tacit acceptance of these traditional notions of
holiness was in earnest or merely tactical, their letter remained a lone voice of
relative moderation in the polemical storm that followed, in which competing
conceptions of holy and profane came to full-fledged blows. The establishment
of the kindergarten now emerged clearly as a front in the struggle for political
power within a changing Jewish community in Jerusalem and for the power to
delineate sacred and profane. As most of its supporters now presented it, the
kindergarten and its Hebrew would act as powerful tools not for bringing the
children closer to “prayer and blessings,” as the founders’ open letter sug-
gested, but, on the contrary, for transforming them into a new kind of Hebrew
who would likely have little (at best) to do with such traditional ritual. The
children who would emerge from this school, as one commentator wrote,
would bear little resemblance to the “gaunt and feeble” children of exile but
would instead constitute a new generation of strong, robust, and natural He-
brews. The rabbis, he implied, were therefore correct in identifying the kin-
dergarten as a threat to their Judaism. The hygienic sensibilities of a Hebrew
kindergarten, for one (the fact that it would be well ventilated and open to the
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outdoors), stood in marked contrast with the traditional heder, where “the
children sit crowded together, creating their own gusts of wind, and providing
the heder with its own unique odor.” The organized curriculum and trained
teachers would strike a blow to the unsystematic approach of the traditional
autodidactic melamed. In contrast to the aged and constricted children of exile,
in a Hebrew kindergarten, the children will play, “stroll in the gardens and
gather roses...and sing about the trees and flowers, about goats and dogs,
God forbid"—bestowing upon them a renewed physicality directly bound up
with nature and the natural landscape of Palestine. Finally, the piece promised,
in contrast to an educational tradition focused exclusively on the rote study of
text, the children in the Hebrew kindergarten “will exercise, wave their arms
up and down and in all directions, hang on ladders, and make all manner of
strange motions that our fathers and our fathers’ fathers did not need, and that
are designed solely to strengthen the despised body and to train the eyes and
the heart, which are the agents of sin.” The result would be children who
differed in every way from the Jewish children of exile. They would be children
whose “arms—heaven forbid—will be like the arms of Esau.” Taken together,
the piece gloated, the Hebrew kindergarten posed a real and deliberate threat
indeed to the Judaism of exile, which was represented and defended by the
rabbinical prohibition. “Combing one’s hair,” after all, it commented wryly, “is
the beginning of heresy; a clean nose—the spark of sacrilege.”®*

Another response, this one by a pseudonymous “Pilgrim” (“Oleh Regel”),
played on the imagery of traditional ascent to Jerusalem and served witness to
the city’s changing character, which, although still barely perceptible according
to the writer, had been made more evident by the time he had recently spent
away from Jerusalem. A new generation in the city, he observed, was now
casting off its streimels, snipping off its sidelocks, and relinquishing the in-
dolence of haluka. Jerusalem was beginning to open “windows onto [its]
darkened alleyways, to eradicate its stench and to purify its air” with the breath
of Hebrew breezes now blowing in the city, bringing with them “light, life, and
progress.”SS

On the pages of Hashkafa, purity and life-giving light acted as cultural
codes for this Zionist recasting of Jewish sacrality—a message that is further
reinforced by a seemingly unrelated piece in that day’s issue of the newspaper.
In between the polemical pieces that filled much of that issue was a report on
recent scientific advances, the likes of which was a common feature of the Ben-
Yehuda papers. The report in this instance was on Marie Curie’s discovery of
radium and radiation. Titled “Hom ha-Ganuz la-Adam la-Atid Lavo” [A Heat
Concealed from Men for the Future], the report played on the traditional
notion of the “Or ha-Ganuz,” the hidden light of the divine, which shone so
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brightly that it had had to be reduced for human consumption but which, in
the messianic age, would once again shine with full divine splendor. Soon,
Ben-Yehuda promised, balls of orit, as he dubbed the new substance, would be
hanging from our ceilings, “and the light will never darken or cease.” Science,
for Ben-Yehuda the nationalized maskil, was a path not only to a new truth but
also to a form of holiness recast. The step forward for the human mind that was
embodied in Marie Curie’s discovery of a new wonder of the natural world
would provide light and heat together “for the future yet to come” in a language
that was adopted directly from the mystical tale of the or ha-ganuz.%

The often heated polemics that surrounded the establishment of new
Hebrew institutions in Jerusalem during these years (such as the kindergarten)
reflected a sense that the balance of actual and symbolic power in the city was
shifting. In what was just beginning to emerge (or to intensify) as a struggle for
hegemony in the Yishuv®’ and in Jerusalem in particular, the kindergarten'’s
importance as the site where the youngest children might be transfigured by
Zionism in Palestine, with its reconfiguration of purity and sacrality, before
being disfigured by the reviled Judaism of exile was missed by neither its pro-
ponents nor its opponents. Indeed, the threat of such disfiguration, of a per-
sisting profanation, hung even over the Hebrew kindergartens themselves as a
constant reminder that much work remained to be done to make reality match
the expectations and rhetoric. On the one hand, some reports indicated that the
kindergarten was having some of its desired effect as early as a year after its
establishment. “I passed by the kindergarten a few weeks ago,” Eliezer Ben-
Yehuda reported, and found that “the children are all speaking Hebrew!...
Groups of boys and girls playing on their own, unsupervised, and calling out to
one another in Hebrew . ..the way living, natural children play with one an-
other in their mother tongue.”®®

On the other hand, Jerusalem’s Jewish population was, after all, quite
poor, and the city’s hygienic infrastructure all but nonexistent. Contemporary
accounts and later memoirs alike attest to an aura of squalor that persisted in at
least some of the Hebrew kindergartens, particularly in their physical settings.
Even after the passage of years and the establishment of additional Hebrew
kindergartens in the city, the author of one letter written as late as 1911 attested
to mixed results. On the one hand, he praised the orderly rooms and the
cleanliness, especially that of the young girls. On the other hand, he com-
plained, the Old City location was “an exceedingly dirty and unpleasant place,
completely unbefitting an educational institution of this kind. Immediately in
front of the gate there is at all times a garbage heap whose stench penetrates
the rooms in which the children are seated.”®® Even many years later, kin-
dergarten teacher Shlomit Flaum could recall her initial shock upon first en-
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Hebrews who were expected to be the antithesis of the educators themselves.
Although no solution to this predicament was immediately apparent, it
nonetheless translated in part into a broader concern to create frameworks in
which the educators might be trained in pedagogical and national skills. “The
greater the demand ... for the study of our language and for a proper educa-
tion,” one teacher lamented, “the greater one feels the scarcity of qualified and
expert teachers.”’? Aided once again by the financial and organizational
backing of the Hilfsverein, one result of this demand was the establishment of
a Hebrew teachers’ training seminary in Jerusalem, which contributed further
to the city’s growing number of Hebrew educational institutions.

The educational paradox was also accompanied by some hope that, how-
ever damaged the parents’ generation may have been by exile, they too might
be transformed (at least in part) by this educational project. It was incumbent
upon the Hebrew educators, as one teacher argued, to incorporate the parents
into their transformative vision so that even if “folly, cruelty and hatred” might
not be uprooted from their own hearts, they might at least stand on guard not
to pass them on to their children and not “corrupt the child’s soul and cripple
his spirit in a way that cannot be remedied.””® Some educators entertained
more far-reaching hopes and were convinced that the parents too might be
affected by the proliferation of Hebrew educational frameworks and ideas. By
the time a second Hebrew kindergarten had been successfully established in
Jerusalem in 1904, one educator spoke of “a veritable revolution in our city”
that the kindergartens were effecting since “not only small children have be-
gun to adopt the language and to be educated in a healthy manner, but the
children’s parents have also made progress.” Forced to use the children’s
Hebrew vocabulary to communicate with them, he explained, parents and
older siblings had also begun to use the language more extensively than ever
before.”*

So powerful was the curricular innovation of the kindergartens, moreover,
that the parents were being physically transformed as well, as their children
insisted on demonstrating the gymnastics exercises and the songs and dances
they had learned and demanded their families’ participation. In themselves
manifestations of the new Hebrew physique that the kindergarten was de-
signed to engender, in other words, the children were also instrumental in
improving the physical health of the older, “exilic” members of the family.”® If
early kindergartens in nineteenth-century Europe had been accused of sub-
verting the traditional family,”® in Zionist Palestine, subversion of the tradi-
tional family was in some sense one of the kindergarten’s declared goals. So
powerful a tool was the kindergarten in the eyes of its founders and advocates
that it seemed to allow Hebrew’s transformative power to penetrate beyond the
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public space of Jewish Palestine into the homes and family lives of its resi-
dents, where it would work to refigure even the most private and intimate
aspects of the world they inhabited.

That did not mean, of course, that the public sphere was neglected, nor
that its shaping was left to the vicissitudes of language usage by children or
adults. Since such usage was variable, the place of the language in Palestine’s
public spaces, as well as its role in shaping them, was carefully engineered
through a wide range of public performances and rituals. When a group of
Jerusalem’s Hebrew educators and activists came together in 1902 with the
aim of “creating a Hebrew city” out of Jerusalem's then non-Hebrew reality,
they conceived of the process as one that would create a defined public space in
which Hebrew would be the spoken language. Seven years later, a similar
impulse would lead to the creation of a “Hebrew” neighborhood outside the
city of Jaffa, which would quickly mushroom and become “the first Hebrew
city” of Tel Aviv (see chapter §). The authors of this earlier initiative in Jer-
usalem also imagined a single neighborhood as a preliminary foothold from
which they would spread outward into other parts of the city, transforming it
through such means as “Hebrew children’s festivals...evenings of enter-
tainment” and “children’s plays in Hebrew."”’

Theater in the strict sense and (more important, perhaps) the theatrics of
the new public spaces they envisioned—planted in an increasingly solid He-
brew soil—would be the principal stepping-stones to the transformed Hebrew
Jerusalem they hoped to create.”® “Wherever one finds the creation of popular
culture,” as the social-democratic Ha-Ahdut would later explain, “one will also
find the popular theater. And in the education of the nation, as well as in the
creation of its culture, the theater plays one of the most important roles.””®
Attempts to establish some form of theatrical life, as the paper’s commentator
recalled, had indeed accompanied the Zionist undertaking in Palestine from
very early on. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, amateur productions
in schools and various other settings in the new colonies provided some relief
from an often harsh reality and some entertainment in what, to many Euro-
pean immigrants, remained a culturally barren land.

The form and content of the Yishuv’s amateur theatrical productions were
together of great consequence to the Yishuv’s cultural activists. A review by
Itamar Ben-Avi of a student production of Abraham Goldfaden’s “Jok-
tan Jokshan"” at the Mikveh Israel agricultural school (ironically, the Hebrew trans-
lation of a Yiddish-language play, like virtually all of the theatrical productions
in Palestine at the time®®) found it praiseworthy primarily for its compelling
depiction of the degradation of exile. One actor in particular was singled out for
praise since “all of his movements and actions evidenced the Jew of exile. In all
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of his words one could see the man who will do injustice, even sin, for the sake of
filthy money. When he bent over, or when he bowed down, one could recognize
the individual prepared to grovel and to cower in order to receive the rich man’s
pennies.” The music incorporated into the production, Ben-Avi added, had also
been well chosen for its representation of “our degradation among the nations
and our dilapidation in the arts, in the life of beauty.”®!

Aside from the visual confirmation of Zionist ideological tenets that the
theater allowed, the public performance of Hebrew language was in itself
important, of course, since “the Hebrew stage in Palestine is destined to be a
public space in which our masses will learn to speak Hebrew properly,” as one
columnist explained.®? Indeed, if theater had been a central form of public
entertainment from the very birth of the New Yishuv, its importance as a
Hebraizing tool was unprecedentedly enhanced as Hebrew became the Yish-
uv’s spoken language and it became clear that “the theater is one of the most
obvious means of assisting in its development,” thanks to its power to shape
the private and the public at once. “Through living pictures [tableaux vivants]
and plays,” Ha-Ahdut's columnist would later explain, “the language strikes its
roots deep into the souls of the audience, and the nation’s feelings and ideas
thus become dear to its individuals as well; through theater, they become
public property.”®

When the first Hebrew theatrical production was held in Jerusalem, it
became a showcase for the public performance of the nation and, conse-
quently, the source of considerable excitement on the one hand and a focus of
determined opposition on the other. The cause of the commotion was a 1906
production by the city’s “Lovers of the Dramatic Arts"® of Russian playwright
Yevgeni Chirikov’s “The Jews” in Hebrew translation. Like the full-page ad-
vertisement that appeared on Hashkafa’s front page before the performance,
even the admission tickets emphasized that the play was to be “presented in
the Hebrew language”—marking them as gateways for entry not only to the
play itself but also into the nation it was meant to represent, entertain, and
crystallize.®® In addition to the somewhat ironic mobilization of the crafts
school run by the Alliance Israélite Universelle (so disliked in Zionist circles)
as the site for the performance of the play, the city’s still somewhat embattled
nationalist camp also joined its forces internally, and the recently established
Bezalel museum and art school (see chapter 6) provided the sets, props, and
costumes and acted as one of the outlets for ticket sales.

As they had no doubt anticipated, such combined mobilization was not
without its reasons. As had been the case with the opening of the Hebrew
kindergarten some three years earlier, the city’s Ashkenazi rabbis, in their
attempt to preserve their control over the character of Jerusalem’s public
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sphere, issued a ban on the play and admonished “all who maintained some
feeling and spark of Judaism” to refrain from attending.®® Hebraist and
(judging by the admissions tickets in his personal archives) theater aficionado
Yehoshua Eisenstadt-Barzilai responded with a lengthy and aggrieved alle-
gorical tale that decried the ills of national fragmentation and division that the
rabbis’ decree fostered.*” According to Hashkafa’s dual reports, the perfor-
mance drew between 700 and 800 of the city’s residents from all ethnic groups
and the entire spectrum of religious observance.?® And, although critical of the
Hebrew translation, which he thought somewhat unnatural and awkward to
the Jerusalemite ear since it reflected more “the Hebrew of Jaffa,” Eliezer Ben-
Yehuda nevertheless considered the production a great triumph. It was, he
wrote, an effective assertion that in spite of the Orthodox Ashkenazi rearguard,
Jerusalem was becoming a Hebrew space, and this was by far the “most fitting
and most genuine response to the foolishness. . . of the ban.”®®

This was not, of course, the end of the struggle for Hebrew public space—
either in Jerusalem or even in many of the colonies. Although given the “ap-
pealing [new] custom...of celebrating our holidays in public,” it was “self-
evident that the [Yishuv’s] theater must be Hebrew,” the Labor Zionist Ha-Po’el
Ha-Tza'ir could still lament some years later that the 1909 Passover celebra-
tions in the colony of Petah Tikvah included a children’s play in French. Even
the journal’s protest, however, provided telling evidence of the advance of a
Hebrew public space since it stressed the irony of Petah Tikva’s linguistic
heterodoxy at a time when “even in our Paris”"—the colonies of Rishon Le-Zion
and Zichron Ya’akov—Hebrew had already “taken over the place of French."*

The full extent of the transformative power that was expected for Hebrew
in Palestine seems to be distinctive even among other nationalist language
projects—and language, of course, held pride of place as a cardinal national
imperative in much of European nationalism.” If the soil in which national-
ism struck root was one in which “the idea that a particular script-language
offered privileged access to ontological truth” had declined and a new status
was granted to local vernaculars,” Zionism’s ultimate rejection of the (eastern
European) Jewish vernacular (Yiddish) in favor of the very language that had
been the domain of clerical sacrality seems either to set the Yishuv’s cultural
undertaking apart from much of European nationalism or to raise more
general questions about the varieties of ways in which language might func-
tion in nationalism and in the transition to modern forms of organizing po-
litical claims, constructing cultures, and shaping identities.”®> Indeed, it is
somewhat ironic that in Europe, where cultural work often meant the pro-
duction of a Jewish “high culture,” this could be conceived in whole or in part
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as based in Yiddish—a high culture produced in a language of the “folk,” the
Jewish vernacular®*—while the language of Palestine’s future national masses,
the language through which a new “folk” was to be generated, was Hebrew, the
language of the traditional Jewish elite.

The turn to Hebrew as the key defining feature of the new nation in
Palestine and the principal transformative force in the revolutionary upheaval
that the Zionist cultural project sought to effect in Jewish life was in part an
outgrowth of the preceding century, during which the language had already
become a pillar of Haskalah efforts to redefine Jewishness and Jewish com-
munity. Zionism was in this sense both a direct heir to the Haskalah and a
rebellion against it. Similarly, Zionism’s ambivalent relationship with the
same traditional Judaism that the Haskalah before it had set out to recast was
also manifested in the ways in which Palestine’s Hebraists envisioned the
language as a tool for the transformation of the Jews and the world they would
inhabit.

In some traditional Jewish thought, particularly in the mystical traditions
that shaped the childhood and youth of many of Zionism’s cultural activists,
the Hebrew language was understood as the cosmic force through which
creation had been effected and through which human beings continuously
participated in the act of creation.”® Manipulation of language is endowed by
certain kabbalistic exegetical traditions with the power to transform the human
psyche and to change the course of nature and history. The ultimate stage of
biblical interpretation, according to medieval mystic Abraham Abulafia, led
through a use of the language of scripture itself that would allow the exegete to
“produce...a new universe, a language and an understanding.”*® Where
pockets of spoken Hebrew persisted in the medieval and modern Jewish
worlds, moreover (at points of particular temporal or spatial sanctity—on the
Sabbath and at times in Palestine), such speech was imagined to have a unique
power to purify the soul. Furthermore, anticipating the image of nationalist
respectability that initiatives such as the Tze'irot Yerushalayim would stir up
for Hebraists such as Ben-Zion Taragan, diverse strains of Jewish thought—
from the mysticism of medieval Kabbalist Abraham Abulafia to the rationalism
of Maimonides—associate this purifying force of the Hebrew language with a
sexual virtue and purity uniquely inherent in the language.”” The resonance of
these transformed traditional tropes highlights Zionism’s dialectical effort to
leave traditional Judaism behind as it reshaped Jewish life. It often did this by
borrowing some of its central conceptual axes from the very tradition it sought
to trounce and, once refigured, to deploy them as principal tools in its revo-
lutionary endeavor.
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Similarly, if this search for a new purification through Hebrew connected
Zionism'’s language project in some senses to the Haskalah tradition, its vision
of the reshaped Hebrew wholeness that it aimed to create also marked Zion-
ism’s departure from that precedent. Broadly speaking, the maskilim had
sought a grammatically precise, literary Hebrew and struggled for the study of
grammar against a rabbinic establishment that was by and large opposed to
such learning. Iris Parush has argued that the maskilic focus on grammar was
integral to the power struggle between them and the rabbinic establishment.
Both sides saw study of grammar, whether approvingly or disapprovingly, as a
pathway to an understanding of scripture—and hence the world shaped by it—
through a lens that was inherently inimical to traditional rabbinic herme-
neutics and exegetical molds. The maskilim’s approach to Hebrew grammar,
some of their opponents charged, made them akin to Karaites, a sect that
rejects the Talmud and Oral Law—the very basis of rabbinic Judaism—for its
ostensibly overly mythologized interpretations of the Bible.”®

While continuing the maskilic struggle to wrest hermeneutical authority
from the hands of the rabbinic establishment, Zionism tacitly accepted the
charge that the Haskalah had stripped Judaism of myth. The Zionist linguistic
project was, therefore, in equal measure a reaction against the disenchantment
of the world that it deemed to be the product of this Haskalah rationalism. The
Hebrew of the Yishuv was envisioned not only as one that would go well
beyond the grammatically correct pages of literary journals (if at times am-
bivalently, as evidenced by Yellin’s discomfort at some of the children’s “cor-
ruptions”) but also one to which the mythical element of language was to be
returned. The Hebrew of the budding nation in Palestine and of the Hebrews
who would speak it was to be a language layered with mythical resonances, in
which a purifying antinomian force was directed at one and the same time
against the language of rabbinic myth and the allegedly quasi-karaite ratio-
nalism of the Haskalah that had jettisoned it. Its relationship to both was a
dialectical one in which it was at once inheritor and insurgent.

As the following chapters will show, new coinages adapted from tradi-
tional words or expressions were sprinkled throughout the Hebrew that de-
veloped as the Yishuv's spoken language in such a way as to lend mythic
dimensions to the new culture. This was done, for example, through such
linguistic constructions as elevation of the word avoda—alternately “worship”
or “labor,” cast in a range of new ways that often fused these two meanings—as
the core of the new culture and relegation of all that was extrinsic to that
culture and inherently a product of exile to the status of kelipah, the outer
shell of being that in Kabbalistic terminology also indicates evil. There was a



90 BECOMING HEBREW

dimension to the Hebrew of the Yishuv, in other words, and to the Zionist
cultural undertaking generally that was in some sense deeply religious (if often
not self-consciously so). More than merely adopting and adapting certain in-
evitable motifs from the Jewish religious tradition, Zionism in Palestine was
very much an attempt to reground language in mythological symbolic mean-
ings and to re-create a Jewish cosmology that would have its feet set firmly on
the concrete soil of Palestine and its head in a cosmos reenchanted to express
the cosmic bond between the Hebrew language, the Hebrew land, and the new
Hebrews themselves.

As in so much of the Zionist cultural undertaking, continuity and
rupture were intertwined in the creation of modern Hebrew and the ways in
which language and its relation to nationhood were conceived.”® As it moved
from the social reality and conceptions of the Haskalah and as the human
and linguistic landscape of Palestine underwent changes that began in the
closing decades of the nineteenth century, the place of the Hebrew langu-
age and the impact it was expected to have would undergo a series of
reconceptualizations.

The nation-generating power of language was nowhere better expressed than
in a postcard sent by Hemda Ben-Yehuda to Yehoshua Eisenstadt-Barzilai in
1907, as the publication of the first volume of Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s Hebrew
language dictionary was approaching (see figure 4.3). On the backside of a
card bearing a photograph of Berlin’s Siegesallee (Avenue of Victory), Ben-
Yehuda proudly proclaimed that her husband’s dictionary, far from being a
mere linguistic reference tool, was a genuine national monument. “Through
the Avenue of victory,” she wrote, “Ben-Yehuda—the path-blazer—will soon be
passing. A more becoming monument than the one on the other side of the card
will be established not by the nation for its hero, but rather by the hero for the
nation. The success and publication of the dictionary,” she could now happily
proclaim, “is no longer in doubt.”'® Moreover, the erection of the (linguistic)
monument, she seemed to imply, might help to dispel some of the lingering
doubts about the nation’s own reconstitution, as it was at once a representation
and a vehicle for the creation of a “Hebrew” national existence and for the
emergence of a new generation of “natives” whose language would be the basis
for a sweeping transformation of Jewish existence.

The designation “Hebrew” to indicate not only a language but also the
members of the budding nation in Palestine (as well as their culture, in the
broadest sense of the term) had predated the actual existence of an emerging
national entity in Palestine. In the decade before the First World War, however,
the meanings associated with this terminology began to crystallize into a more
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become the vernacular of what indeed appeared to be a critical social mass that
constituted the nucleus of a national entity. The arrival of new groups of
immigrants and the creation of a wide range of powerful cultural institutions
would pave the way for the emergence of this new Hebrew and the Hebrews
who would speak it.



5

New Immigrants,
Rival Vanguards

Like Hebrew speech, associated in both traditional discourse and in
Zionism'’s altered version of it with a purifying transformative power,
relocation to Palestine had long been associated in the Zionist mind
with the emergence of Jews who would in some fundamental way
differ from their Diaspora brothers and sisters. By the first decade of
the twentieth century, after twenty years of Zionist settlement, a
generation of natives had now been raised and had matured in the
colonies and cities of the land that had been a new homeland to their
parents and was to them the only home they knew.

The nationalists among them (and not all were, of course) de-
veloped a clear self-image as the first generation of the renaissance, in
which a strong sense of national mission based in Zionist precepts
merged with a local patriotism and a sense of belongingness to Pa-
lestine that seemed uniquely their own. Traveling in Switzerland in
the spring of 1908, a young Avshalom Feinberg (born in the colony of
Gedera in 1889) wrote home and confessed that he had been sur-
prisingly unmoved by the scenery. “Switzerland,” he wrote, “has ac-
quired its reputation for beauty undeservedly.” In any case, he added,
whatever its objective virtues, “to my heart, the heart of a man of
the south,” it was unappealing.! Feinberg understood that heart of his
and the eyes through which he viewed the world to have been indel-
ibly stamped by the formative experience of life in Palestine. A con-
temporary, Menahem Weiner, had reported a similar experience
when he had traveled to Europe some years earlier. Palestine, he wrote
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home, had given him a true and authentic Jewish nationalism, in contrast to
that of the Jews he met in Europe, who were quintessentially Europeans and
could never truly be Hebrews like himself.2 Unlike his own national senti-
ment, rooted in an undivided and experiential national belonging, he indi-
cated, Zionism in the Diaspora could offer only what one historian has called a
“supplemental nationality.”*

The particular national novelty that the native generation represented was
articulated more fully in what amounts to a manifesto of that generation that
was published by Itamar Ben-Avi in 1907. There had been, to be sure, visions
of a new Hebrew that preceded Ben-Avi by as much as two decades. As Yaffa
Berlowitz has shown, the Hebrew literature that was produced by some of the
earliest Zionist immigrants to Palestine often contained what she has referred
to as “models” of a new Hebrew type.* However, while the writers she dis-
cusses (along with others still in Europe) may indeed have invented many of
the (at times conflicting) models and imageries that would go into the con-
struction of the “new Hebrew,” it would be members of Ben-Avi’s generation,
as it reached adulthood some time between the closing years of the nineteenth
century and the first decade of the twentieth, who would begin to claim that
they were in fact the tangible personification of those models and to constructa
range of public and private cultural practices designed to further entrench (and
develop) both an imagery and a set of concrete realities of their new Hebrew
life in Palestine.

For Ben-Avi, whose life story as the first child in two millennia to be raised
exclusively in Hebrew has become the stuff of legend in Israeli popular
memory, the Hebrew language and the organic bond to the land constituted
the defining features of this unprecedented new Jew. The fusion of these two
factors in his manifesto entails a full spectrum of cultural and temperamental
attributes that are the hallmarks of the Yishuv’s native generation. Like Fein-
berg and Weiner, he too was stirred to formulate this sentiment while abroad
in Berlin, where, as he recounts it, he encountered a tone of condescension
from Jews and Zionists who wondered out loud “what has Palestine given us?”
Taking up the challenge, Ben-Avi argued that above all else Palestine had given
“Hebrews”—a new type, fundamentally different from the Jews of exile. “Go
out to the colonies and the cities,” he suggested, and “look at the people, who
were your brothers yesterday, whom you meet along your way. Are they fa-
miliar to you? Surely they are not!” Even the fathers, he wrote, although ad-
mittedly “still burdened by exile,” had been transformed by years of life in
Palestine: “Their skin has darkened, their bones have stretched, their look has
grown clear, their demeanor has grown self-confident.” And if the parents’
generation had been transformed, Palestine’s youth—“born under the sun and
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sky of the East, who from childhood had no knowledge of exile"—constituted a
new departure altogether. Those young men and women “who bravely ride
horses and handle the plow,” Ben-Avi explained, “they are the Hebrews,” and
they are “fundamentally different from your children, the children of exile.
[They are] little Arabs, nice savages. Look in their eyes and say: did you not
recoil from their open, vital look? Did you not see in it a special glow that was
foreign to you?>”>

Paradoxically, all of these representations of a native Palestinianism, in
which the virtue of rootedness—the pride of a generation that has never known
exile—is paramount, are also deeply concerned with the experience of exile,
which in fact continues to play a defining role as the principal foil for this
“Hebrewness.” In all three of these instances, it is a sojourn away from Pa-
lestine and the encounter with Diaspora Jews that serves to kindle thoughts on
one’s native essence. The primary “other,” moreover, the model against which
these “Hebrews” measure themselves, continues to be that of the Jew of exile.
A similar tension would continue to be a defining characteristic of Zionist and,
later, Israeli thought as various thinkers and writers attempted to give voice
and form to a new local national identity distinct in part or in whole from that
of the Jewish Diaspora and to negotiate the relationship between the two.
Indeed, one could chart a more or less direct line of continuity between Ben-
Avi's particular brand of Palestinocentric Hebrew nationalism and the emer-
gence, some four decades later, of the “Young Hebrew” or “Canaanite”
movement, which, though small, would have an important cultural impact in
the Yishuv and the young state of Israel in the 1940s and 1950s (with per-
sisting influence into the twenty-first century) by placing the question of the
relationship between the new “Hebrew” nation and the Jewish diaspora in
particularly sharp relief.® Even in these attempts at a clear-cut programmatic
resolution of this inherent tension, however, one is struck by a sense of fun-
damental elusiveness in the effort to characterize the new culture and its
bearers. In trying to describe precisely what it meant to be a Hebrew, even Ben-
Avi was forced to concede that “it is extremely difficult to define in words the
essence of this new spirit. But that it exists,” he concluded, “of this there is no
doubt.”’

In fact, however, there certainly were those who had some doubt about the
existence of such a spirit, and they soon made their voices increasingly audible.
Just as the sense of generational identity was taking shape among Ben-Avi's
native contemporaries, a new group of immigrants began to arrive on the
shores of Palestine. As early as October of 1903, Jerusalem’s Hashkafa was
reporting that “Jewish emigration from Russia is increasing from day to
day. ... The towns are being emptied, the workers are leaving their workplaces,
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and many of them are young laborers, who will in the future become good
artisans.”® The renewed wave of anti-Jewish violence in Russia had sparked a
new movement of Jewish emigration out of that country. That the exodus
might have a palpable impact on Palestine began to be noted a few months
later. In January of 1904 Hashkafa reported that “new faces are seen in the
colonies every day. They come from Russia, from Kishinev, from Gomel, and
they are all seeking work. Many Yemenites have come from Jerusalem as
well.”? By 190s, the distinctive character of the “new workers who have recently
arrived” began to emerge as a matter of public discussion and interest.!° What
Zionist collective memory and historiography would soon refer to as “the
second Aliya” had begun, and its core of activists, although a minority among
the overall number of immigrants, would soon emerge as both partners and
rivals in the efforts to nationalize the Yishuv.

Between 1903 and 1914 some 35,000 new immigrants filled the ranks of the
Yishuv. Many of them would have been difficult to distinguish in any way from
immigrants of previous waves or from the traditional Jews of the Old Yishuv.
Among them, however, were also a number of individuals who would soon
play important roles in stepping up cultural activity in Palestine’s colonies and
in the establishment of cornerstone cultural institutions in its cities. Also
among the newcomers was a particularly conspicuous group (about 5,000 by
the outbreak of the world war, according to one estimate'!) of young men and
women who were of roughly the same age group as the young generation of
Palestinian Jews but whose educational backgrounds, Jewish outlook, ideo-
logical orientation, and temperament were often vastly different.

The impact of the general processes of radicalization that had character-
ized Russian-Jewish politics in the preceding years, along with the ongoing
pauperization and socioeconomic pressures faced by the empire’s Jews was
often palpable in these young men and women in ways that had been un-
known in Palestine previously. Of course, like the new arrivals, the founders of
Palestine’s Jewish colonies in the previous two and a half decades had also
come from eastern Europe in no small measure due to the rising tide of anti-
Jewish violence there in the late nineteenth century. The pogroms of 1903-
1906, however, were characterized by a ferocity the older generation had not
known, and the political mood of the younger generation of Jews was conse-
quently marked by an increased militancy and unprecedented efforts at orga-
nized self-defense.’

In their broader political outlook, many of the new immigrants had been
influenced by the Russian revolutionary movements that had swept through
the country in 1905, and in which some had participated directly. Theirs was a
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generation deeply influenced by socialist thought and discourse and among
which the search for a synthesis between variants of socialism of Jewish na-
tionalism colored a wide range of social and political philosophies and move-
ments.!? For many, this synthesis occupied a prominent place in the backdrop
to their decision to immigrate to Palestine and constituted an important aspect
of their motivation.

Letters to Zionist leaders such as Menahem Ussishkin from European
Jewish youths, their imaginations ignited in many cases by his 1902 and 1905
calls for the formation of cadres of young men to devote two years to pio-
neering work in Palestine, along with the writings and memoirs of a number
of the immigrants themselves, provide some insight into some further in-
gredients in their motivations. Words such as “exile,” “lufimensch,” and “labor”
emerge from these letters as much more than belabored ideological slogans or
rhetoric and seem instead to reflect a very real and profound despair—with the
Zionist Movement itself, the situation in Palestine, and prospects for an in-
dividual and collective future!*—anxiously fused with an almost painful hope
for a threefold redemption: of the individual, of the nation, and of the land.

The existential prospects in Europe often lay at the basis of this despair and
the decision to emigrate. In one letter to Ussishkin, a “young man of twenty-
four years” by the name of Shimon Mintz feared that he would “be miserable if
I remain in exile.”'* Another would-be emigrant confided to Boris Schatz,
founder of the Bezalel museum and art school (who arrived in 1906, himself a
part of this wave of immigration), that “when I look ahead toward my future,
I secretly weep: What will I be? I ask myself. Will I be a luftmensch? Will 1 be a
parasite? Will my entire life be without a goal?> And will my longing and
ambition amount to nothing?"'® The weight of this personal anguish, as
Shimon Mintz stressed, had been made more burdensome by “all the quarrels
and debates” in the Zionist and Jewish world, which seemed to have derailed
his hopes. The search for salvation, he explained, was therefore bound up with
direct action, with “wetting the soil of our land with the sweat of my brow.”
Only in this way might one “banish the desolation of our land"—itself in
exile—along with the desolation of the self."”

This personal despair was often mingled with a deep concern for the
Yishuv’s depressed and ostensibly degenerated state—a judgment from which
Palestine’s native youth was not exempt. Shortly before embarking on the boat
that would take him to Palestine, a nineteen-year-old David Green (later Ben-
Gurion) wrote Ussishkin to inform him of his own decision, along with that
of a group of friends. “Our goal,” he wrote, “is to create in the land of our
future a healthy national atmosphere which, to our deep regret, is entirely
lacking there.” All that had gone before them in Palestine, many of them were
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convinced (without, of course, having yet seen the land), had been a failure.
Having embarked on an attempt to establish a new national life that “should
have been able to confer of its spirit to all of the Jews in exile,” the “first Aliya”
experiment had ended up in a “moral rot that is eating away at the residents of
the land.” Green and his cohorts had consequently decided that the primary
national imperative was “to establish a fresh national element in the Land of
our Fathers, upon which we might in the future base the entire grand structure
of the national renaissance.”'®

Nor did they have much doubt as to who would constitute that element.
A sense of national mission served as a strident complement to their sense of
despair. Mordechai Shimshon Rabinowitz, a twenty-year-old who “up until
now had studied Talmud” in a small town near Vilna, had been so deeply
influenced by reading Ussishkin’s “Our Program” (1905) that he decided to
write a letter—in language that reverberated with the lingering shock waves of
the Uganda controversy—to that “man of valor, who does battle for his nation,
his land and his language.” In it, he asked above all to be informed when
Ussishkin was “going to organize the order of national soldiers” of which he
had written, and promised that once it was under way “you will be able to count
me as part of the organization.” In general the young man assured his adopted
leader of the support of “vast troops of loyal Zionists who are capable of
sacrificing themselves to their last drop of blood for the sake of . .. the revival
of our nation in Zion.”"

If there were willing troops, however, they lacked an army to join. Aside
from the influence that his call for a youth corps had had on some of the youth
at which it had been aimed, Ussishkin’s “Our Program” had had no tangible
follow-up. Shortly after their arrival in Palestine, then, motivated by an am-
bivalence toward the Zionist Organization and a rejection of much that had
gone before them in the country, the young would-be workers, who arrived
largely on an individual basis, set about establishing their own organizational
infrastructure. By the outbreak of the Great War, they had established
frameworks for providing health care, communal kitchens, language instruc-
tion, journals, publishing houses, libraries, paramilitary guardsmen organi-
zations, and more, usually flavored by association with one (or sometimes
both) of the two ideological organizations that emerged at a general workers’
conference held in 1905. These were the more or less Marxist Po’alei Zion
(Workers of Zion), which had in fact originated in Europe and sought early on
to introduce class struggle into Palestine. In its cultural-linguistic orientation,
Po’alei Zion initially included a significant Yiddishist strain. The non-Marxist
and distinctly Hebraist Ha-Po'el ha-Tza'ir (Young Worker) party was a local
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Palestinian outgrowth. Its platform was one that rejected class warfare and
called instead for the “conquest of labor” by Jewish workers.

Rivalry between the parties extended beyond ideology to include a wide
range of cultural activities. The first issue of Ha-Po'el ha-Tza'ir (the organ of
the party of the same name) appeared in the spring of 1907, and the journal
quickly emerged as an important Hebrew cultural vehicle in the Yishuv. It
was followed in July of the same year by Po’alei Zion’s (short-lived) Yiddish-
language Der Onfang [The Beginning). By 1910, linguistic ambivalence within
Po’alei Zion had been largely resolved in favor of Hebrew, however, and its
new Hebrew-language journal, Ha-Ahdut, made its debut. Both of these
journals established publishing houses, which contributed to the appearance
of a wide range of popular and sometimes even semischolarly literature in
Palestine.

Competition and divisiveness within the ranks of the workers did not
prevent an overarching sense among them that, together, they represented a
new national vanguard that alone could revitalize Zionist work in Palestine and
offer a new Zionist gospel. Indeed, this centrality of the worker in the national
revival would become an essential and enduring feature of their self-image. As
the first issue of Ha-Ahdut declared, the workers had been “the first element to
introduce new life into the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine.” Thanks to their de-
termination to “live off the fruit of their own labors,” only they “had been able
to give a new, improved shape to the old and weathered coin; only they were
able to give a Yishuv based on indolence and external support the shape of a
working community.”?® This image would be bequeathed to Israeli popular
memory and would gain a solid foothold in its historiography, in much of
which the second Aliya would be credited with laying the foundations of He-
brew culture.

At the time, however, the new workers arrived in Palestine to an ambiv-
alent welcome. Even as they were beginning their journey, one Russian Zionist
concerned with the potential impact of the youthful firebrands on the already-
troubled Jewish community of Palestine, urged a friend there to be vigilant. “I
am...not heartened,” he wrote, “by the fact that our ‘Po’alei Zion’ here are
departing for our land. The insolence of these youngsters has gone beyond all
bounds, and they even seize money from our brethren at gun-point. I am
fearful that these youngsters will bring great calamity to the Yishuv. You must
stand guard!"?!

Zalman David Levontin, a veteran Hovev Zion, a long-time resident of
Palestine, and the recently appointed head of the Anglo-Palestine Company
(the Zionist bank that was at the time of its establishment in 1902 the only
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official Zionist representation in the country), believed that if any good would
accrue to Zionism from the new workers (and he was far from convinced), they
would have to be carefully channeled into desirable directions. This would
mean, above all, their removal from the established colonies, where many of
them hoped to procure work. “If they are truly [the] pioneers” they claimed to
be, he wrote, “it is necessary to take 100-150 of these youngsters and settle
them in Trans-Jordan or in the Negev, among the Bedouin.” This would serve
the Zionist cause in the Yishuv first by establishing new centers in remote and
hitherto unsettled parts of the country, but no less so by removing a potential
source of trouble and disorder from the established centers. In a letter to
Ussishkin, whose famous calls for young pioneers had appeared a short time
before, Levontin cautioned that “if the young [immigrants] continue to come
and settle in the colonies with the aim of changing the economic structure of
Palestine then we are all in grave danger here.”??

Deeply wary of the new workers and dubious of the earnestness of their
Zionist intentions, Levontin wrote that they in fact “have no affinity for our
[Zionist] work, or at least with our desire to redeem the land through the
expansion of the Jewish Yishuv. Their sole aim is to destroy and to eradicate all
that our brothers have acquired through the sweat of their brow.” Their
commitment to socialism, he was convinced, was “dearer to them than any-
thing that is dear and holy to us,” and their effect, consequently, had already
been to scare away “Jewish capital,” which might be used to build the Zionist
infrastructure. Ultimately, Levontin concluded, the new workers “are sen-
tencing all of our hopes to ruination.”?

Although there were significant local variations in their relations, an en-
mity that was at times particularly acerbic emerged between some of the native
youth in the colonies and the new workers who, in a reversal of Levontin’s
accusations, now often accused those who had grown up in the colonies of
lacking national sentiment and Hebrew orientation. To be sure, in Rehovot,
often considered the most “Hebrew” of the colonies, a sense of generational
affinity between the young colonists and the recently arrived workers seemed
at times to play an important role by uniting them against the ostensibly
conservative old guard of the founding generation.?* More frequently, how-
ever, the native youth were reported by their labor rivals to be painfully in-
different to the national renaissance and to exhibit a “woefully low cultural
state” in general.?® According to one report in Ha-Po'el ha-Tza'ir, Zichron
Ya’akov’s native youth, having been “educated from childhood with the idea
that workers are slaves...despise the workers even more than do their fa-
thers.”26 So visceral was the odium that developed between the workers and the
native sons in Zichron Ya'akov that it erupted at times into fistfights.?’
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Not all of the Yishuv’s veteran residents shared this hostility to the new
immigrants, however. The immigrants, after all, had begun to appear on Pa-
lestine’s shores on the heels of a prolonged period of malaise, and some res-
idents consequently welcomed them with open arms. Yosef Weitz, who had
lamented the “odor of decay” that, as he said at the second convention of the
Palestine Federation, had spread among the settlers of the first Aliya, con-
sidered the young immigrants a much-needed stream of fresh air that prom-
ised to revive both “our spirit (and) our material situation” by adding new fields
of employment, new trades, new commerce, and more.?®

The revolutionary tendencies of some of the workers, and their general
demand for employment, higher pay, and better working conditions than were
customary in the colonies at the time have been the most frequently cited
reasons for the ambivalence of their reception in Palestine. What has been all
but completely neglected is that for some of the Yishuv’s veteran Zionists, the
young newcomers raised apprehensions precisely because of their as yet un-
decided picture of the future national culture and particularly their equivocal
allegiance to Hebrew language and culture. The frequency and gravity with
which such concerns were expressed rub against the grain of the common
historiographical picture of Labor-Zionist idealists arriving in a decayed and
culturally barren landscape, where they would become the exclusive creators of
the new Hebrew culture. Benjamin Harshav has argued in this vein that “social
cells, using the Hebrew language in oral communication, arose in Eretz-Israel
only in the Second Aliya” and that “the revival of Hebrew in the Second Aliya
was a new beginning, achieved in opposition to the ‘bankrupt’ First Aliya."*
Harsahv seems, however, to have conflated the time period in which these
social cells emerged with the demographic group of young Labor-Zionist ac-
tivists who came to represent the second Aliya. In fact, the prevalence of
Yiddish speech and ideological Yiddishist tendencies among the second Aliya
workers became a cause for substantial consternation among those who had
been working to create Hebrew educational institutions and to inculcate He-
brew speech during the years prior to their arrival. Although the decade of
the second Aliya was indeed a critical turning point in this regard, the emer-
gence of a social base for Hebrew was, in the end, attributable to the efforts of
diverse actors, only some of whom can be considered workers of the second
Aliya in the social-demographic sense.

While some of the workers who turned up in Palestine were already armed
with a fervor for Hebrew, many also arrived with no ability to converse in the
language (speaking either Yiddish or Russian instead) and espousing national
and social ideologies in which Yiddish played a role as national language.*’
Reporting to Ussishkin in 1908, Yehoshua Eisenstadt-Barzilai, who was by no
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means among those inimical to the newcomers, was pleased to be able to
suggest that Hebrew speech had been making sufficient progress and that
“with the proper work, it can be transformed within a decade into the language
spoken by the Jews of Jerusalem.” The principal obstacle, he noted, however,
was the fact that “the young Russian immigrants do not know Hebrew and
therefore, perforce, do not speak it.”*! Even at the third conference of Ha-Po’el
Ha-Tza'ir, the more Hebrew-oriented of the two workers’ parties, protests
were heard from a minority of the participants when the chair announced that
he would conduct his opening address in Hebrew.*

Recurrent reports in the Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir journal on deviations from
the party’s general Hebraist line, moreover—such as its editorial criticism of
the Petah Tikva branch, which, in the summer of 1907, produced a Yiddish-
language play**—is a telling indication of the extent to which Yiddish con-
tinued to be used not only in private conversation, where its use can only be
assumed to have been considerably more widespread, but even in the public
arena of Palestine’s cities and colonies and in the workers’ clubs that were
being established in them. More pointed remarks were aimed at Po’alei Zion,
who, in their creation of a “cult of Jargon,” as one commentator in Ha-Po’el Ha-
Tza'ir referred to their celebration of Yiddish, sought not to rebuild and rev-
olutionize the Jewish nation but rather to rebuild exile in Palestine.}*

Reflecting these internal tensions among workers, Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir
editor Yosef Aharonowitz was particularly disdainful of Po'alei Zion’s Yiddish
and some of the cultural trappings that surrounded it. Commenting on their
May Day celebrations in 1910, he complained that “this entire celebration is
reminiscent of Galut [exile],” and not only due to the ongoing “arguments
regarding Hebrew speech and Yiddish speech, Hebrew songs and Yiddish
songs.” What troubled him far more was what he considered the “‘imitation
out of self-denigration’ to which Jewish workers have grown so accustomed.”
Whereas throughout the world, he wrote, workers unself-consciously infuse
their festivities with “the songs, the language, the festive traditions and the
various games” that make up their distinct national characteristics, the Jewish
social democrats, he charged, feel a need to “uproot” any such national qual-
ities. In their celebrations, he complained, “one may speak in any and all
languages—just not in our language; one may sing all kinds of songs—just not
Hebrew songs.” And, he added, anyone who might dare attempt to articulate
any notion of Jewish (or Hebrew) distinctiveness would be branded “a reac-
tionary, a heretic who has no part in the psychology of the proletariat.”*

Outside of labor circles, a correspondent for Hashkafa related his experi-
ences at Jaffa’s Purim celebrations in 1906. One, held in Hebrew, met with his
approval due to its ability to bring together “Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews,
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along with Yemenites [all of whom were] speaking, arguing, going with one
another to the drink room, bringing one another drinks.” A party put on by
some of the new workers, on the other hand, “ruined all of my dreams, and
I was in a different world. I looked at the program, and [saw]...a long list of
speakers, songs and discussions in Yiddish.... The Yiddish part of the pro-
gram was so substantial that many people could not hold back, and felt com-
pelled to protest.”*®

The linguistic drama was dynamic and diverse, however, and its protag-
onists not always true to type. At a different party, where a Yiddish language
play was presented, it was a group of young workers, according to the same
report, who called out in protest: “Down with Yiddish.”*” Furthermore, in a
linguistic reality that was complex, the accusations could fly in several direc-
tions at once. Just as the Yishuv’s veteran Hebraists were at times critical of the
non-Hebraist (and ostensibly nonnational) tendencies among some workers,
they for their part would often accuse the more veteran settlers of having
created a non-Hebrew environment in Palestine. One worker reporting from
the colony of Hadera complained about the status of Hebrew there, where the
absence of a library “has created a situation here, in which the Hebrew lan-
guage is not spoken comfortably even by the younger generation.”*® In the
more traditionalist Petah Tikva, according to frequent reports in the labor
press, the problem went beyond an absence of means for the inculcation of
Hebrew speech, to an ideological orientation that was opposed to the Hebrew
language and culture, which were promoted in this case by the workers.*® Even
some seventy years after the fact, Shlomo Zemach, whose writings would serve
as an important source for the image of a Hebraist second Aliya pitted against
an indifferent veteran Yishuv, charged that during the years of the Uganda
crisis (when he arrived in Palestine), Russian and French could be heard even
in the Ben-Yehuda household, which, along with its adoption of a commitment
to Uganda, had ostensibly abandoned its loyalty to the Hebrew language.*’
Although there is no evidence to support Zemach'’s claim and a plethora to
indicate that the opposite was true, his ahistorical reconstruction is nonethe-
less a telling illustration of the ways in which this past would later be formed in
Israeli popular memory and in a great deal of its historiography. The anach-
ronistic association of Hebraism with Palestinocentrism reflects their closer
pairing in years to come. Zemach’s autobiographical writings, with the picture
they paint of the Yishuv in the early twentieth century, are in this sense an
illustrative reflection of the way in which the rights of Hebrew primogeniture
were later appropriated by the Labor-Zionist second Aliya, whose public, po-
litical, and literary leaders would make this picture a mainstay of collective
memory and historiography alike.
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In fact, whatever the workers’ allegations regarding the colonists and their
children (many of whom undoubtedly fit some of the descriptions), the pri-
mary proponents of Hebrew speech and culture during these years remained
the more veteran activists in the cities and colonies of the first Aliya, along
with a number of new arrivals who belonged—socially, ideologically, and
generationally—more to the veterans than to the emerging labor parties. Most
conspicuous were the country’s Hebrew teachers and the Teachers’ Associa-
tion they had established in 1903. The sheer number of Hebrew educational
institutions was continuously growing, and there seems to have been a distinct
sense that Hebrew was becoming the primary language for substantial sections
of the Yishuv. This was given visible form, for example, with the establishment
of a community center—Beit Ha-Am (literally, House of the Nation)—in Jer-
usalem in the summer of 1907 in the manner of those that stood at the center
of virtually every colony. Events and lectures on a range of topics were held
there almost exclusively in Hebrew, and its visitors included “young immi-
grants from Russia,” along with Orthodox “Jerusalemites with Streimels.”*!
A public space such as this—particularly in Jerusalem, where Zionist pene-
tration faced more formidable obstacles than in most colonies—provided an
important opportunity to broaden the audience for such Hebrew-language
events and the spirit animating them. By around 1906 and for a number of
years thereafter, the Yishuv entered a period of almost feverish activity in which
a growing number of important institutions were founded and discrete ideo-
logical strands merged into a more coherent image of the Hebrew language,
society, and culture that were being established in Palestine. This was com-
plemented by broader developments within the Zionist movement.

The Seventh Zionist Congress, the first after Herzl’s death, held in Basel in the
summer of 1905, reaffirmed the 1897 “Basel program” and stated in clearer
terms than ever before a Zionist commitment to Palestine as the sole focus of
its hopes and activity. One result of this decision was the secession of the pro-
Uganda faction, led by Israel Zangwill, who now established the Jewish Ter-
ritorialist Organization, devoted to the search for a sovereign Jewish territory
outside of (or, in some formulations, in addition to) Palestine. For those who
remained within the Zionist Organization, the post-Uganda era led to a crys-
tallization of what might be called a “normative” Zionist worldview, which
continued, of course, to contain many conflicting strains but would now entail
a commitment to the bond between Hebrew language and Hebrew land more
explicitly articulated, as each of these gained greater prominence in official
Zionist programs and praxis and as the twinning of the two became all but self-
evident. The turn from a zealous territorialism to a renewed ardor for Palestine
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and all things Palestinian on the pages of the Ben-Yehuda newspapers is
particularly illustrative of the manner in which this process took place and
began to give new form to the business of culture building in the Yishuv.

The first steps in this conversion came during Itamar Ben-Avi's journal-
istic mission as Hashkafa’s correspondent to the Zionist Congress in that
summer of 1905, where the two-year long controversy was coming to its final
showdown. In his reports from Basel, the Zionei Zion, who had been Ben-
Yehuda’s bitter foes for the past two years and a symbol to him of the ailing
nation, begin to appear suddenly in a very different light, closer in spirit to the
Yishuyv, its residents, and its emerging culture. It was positively exhilarating,
Ben-Avi reported, to see the representatives of the Zionei Zion, “tall, strong,
sweating and red—bearing the holy blue and white Zionist flag.” The sound of
their Hebrew songs, in which “they swore to remain loyal to this old-young
nation to their last drop of blood, to remain loyal to the Hebrew language and
heritage, and no less so to the Hebrew land,” he recounted, could not but stir
something deep in his Palestinian psyche. “My heart,” he continued, “the heart
of a Hebrew, born in the land of the Hebrews, pounded powerfully [as]...
along with them I sang ‘Hatikva,’ although I have little talent for singing.”*

This identification with the Zionei Zion (or perhaps a sense that it was
they who identified with him, as representative of the Yishuv and its culture)
was offset by Ben-Avi’s encounter with the territorialist faction. While he was
not taken aback by their hunt for an alternative territory in itself, the compo-
nents of nationhood as they seemed to conceive them, and their lack of feeling
for what were to Ben-Avi the key elements of Jewish national character, were
deeply troubling to him. “My blood boiled within me,” he wrote, when he saw
them mocking the Zionei Zion’s national symbols and rituals. Some of them,
he reported, went so far as to “belittle our flag, our past, our language—all
those things upon which the Jewish people stand!"** The building blocks of
nationhood as conceived by the Zionei Zion, in other words, rang familiar to
Ben-Avi and reverberated with what had been emerging as his own national
culture in Palestine. By contrast, the general amalgam that constituted the
territorialists’ conceptualization of Jewish nationhood, with their combined
Yiddishist tendencies and their glance turned away from Palestine, seemed to
distance them from the national entity that Ben-Avi’s Yishuv was striving to
become.

Initially, Ben-Avi reports, he had been somewhat agnostic in the ideo-
logical struggle as it took shape at the congress. “For a number of days,” he
recounts, “I had been speaking with members of both camps,” disturbed by the
mutual contempt each conveyed. As the days wore on at the congress, however,
he became increasingly aware of what now began to seem a divide not only
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between two competing ideologies but in fact between two separate cultures,
two distinct nations evolving before his eyes. As mutual disdain evolved into
“open and intense hatred,” Ben-Avi realized that “two nations (had met) within
our movement; two nations that differ from one another in every way—in their
customs, in their spirit and in their goals.”** Comparing the contemporary
schism to the division of the biblical kingdom into Judea and Israel, today’s
“Hebrews and Jargonists,” Ben-Avi wrote—with divergent territorial aspira-
tions now more than ever inherently linked to conflicting linguistic-cultural
orientations—were charting completely separate national paths. The territo-
rialists, Ben-Avi noted in shock, not only choose Yiddish over Hebrew but
actually “dare to raise their heads and to say: the ancient land—is dead! The
Hebrew language—dead! And the Hebrew past—that too will die!”**

As the chasm widened between what to Ben-Avi were distinct nations with
opposing national iconographies and liturgies, in other words, his own loyal-
ties as a Hebrew-speaking member of the Hebrew nation in the Hebrew land
became increasingly defined.*® In a 1907 article, journalist, author, publisher,
and long-time Hovev Zion Yehoshua Hana Rawnitzky (who, ironically, did not
himself live in Palestine at the time) gave a more fully articulated form to what
was now becoming an increasingly central Zionist axiom:

A Zionist must understand and feel that...Israel has no choice with
regard to a land, and that only his “old-new” land can serve the goal of
a true renaissance, since only it can unite the historic past with

the longed-for future. In the same way, he cannot choose any lan-
guage other than his ancient and new language, the language of the
past and of the future, the eternal language of an eternal people.*’

Like a living organism, according to Rawnitzky, the nation’s body (its
territory) and its spirit (its language and culture) were inseparable. A national
spirit could not flourish and live other than within its own body, and there is
consequently “no preservation for the spirit of Israel other than in the Land of
Israel.”*®

Deciding in favor of the Zionei Zion position, the Seventh Zionist Con-
gress made this linkage of territory and language a part of official Zionist
doctrine and praxis. Hebrew was formally accepted as the official language of
the Zionist Congress, and a number of related decisions led to a quantum leap
in Zionist activity in Palestine, among them the resolution to establish a full-
fledged Zionist representation there (soon to be the “Palestine office,” headed
by Arthur Ruppin). Other decisions included funding to buttress the center-
pieces of the Yishuv’s two largest emerging Hebrew urban public spheres—the
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soon to be established Bezalel art school and museum in Jerusalem and the
new Hebrew gymnasium in Jaffa (soon to be Tel Aviv).

If Palestine and its culture were becoming the flagships of Zionist identity,
claims to represent that culture now appeared as a point of ever greater
competition between distinct social groups that were crystallizing in the
Yishuv, each of which lay claim to the title of national vanguard. The hostility
between the workers and the colonies’ native sons in particular was framed in
terms of a competition over nativeness. The new immigrants viewed their move
to Palestine as a radical shift in their existential condition and identities—a
veritable rebirth. Although they had arrived from Plonsk, Buczacz, Vilna, or
Bobroisk, they were now from Petah Tikva, Sejera, Rehovot, or Jaffa. As one
biographer of Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir editor Yosef Aharonowitz put it, “Very little is
known about his life history prior to his arrival in Palestine.... Like many
immigrants of the Second Aliya, he saw his immigration to Palestine as a new
beginning, utterly detached from all that had taken place before.”? In late
1908—he had been in the country for some three years now—Aharonowitz
published a series of letters to a fictional female friend abroad, to whom he
described various aspects of life in the Yishuv. Jews in the Diaspora, he wrote,
are unable to understand either the joy or the despair that the “sons of the
land”—such as he himself—experienced.>® By his third year in the country,
Aharonowitz was no longer an immigrant but rather a “native” son of the
land—much more so, he was confident, than his contemporaries who had
actually been reared there.

According to their self-image, in other words, the workers had become not
only natives of the Yishuv but, perhaps even more important, they were the real
“natives,” as opposed to the rot-ridden children of the first Aliya, whose acci-
dental birth in Palestine could hardly make them authentically homegrown
since it could not compensate for their inherently exilic spirit. With another
half-year in Palestine under his belt, Aharonowitz identified two basic trends
among the native youth, reflecting divergent educational trends in the Yishuv.
“Most of those who were raised on foreign languages,” he wrote, “do not belong
to the generation of the renaissance any more than do those who were educa-
ted in foreign schools in the lands of exile.” And as for those who were brought
up in the Yishuv's Hebrew educational institutions, he added, even if they
may be “in our camp”, they are “empty of any thought or knowledge.” Not only
did the overwhelming majority of Palestine’s natives have nothing to offer the
national renaissance, in other words, but they were also for the most part
infected with the toxins of exile. The workers, on the other hand, although they
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had arrived more recently (again apparently through a mere accident of timing)
had so deeply integrated Zionism—and Zion—into their very beings that they
had become truly of Palestine in a way that the country’s native sons could not.
“Just as [the workers] cannot exist without air to breathe,” Aharonowitz wrote,
“so they are unable to live without Palestine and without working its land.”*!

The descriptions of native youth as lacking in national consciousness and
commitment—ubiquitous in the labor press—undoubtedly reflected a piece of
the local reality. As the letters of Avshalom Feinberg, Menahem Wiener, and
others make clear, however, there was also a significant core of articulate and
ideologically charged nationalist activists among the Yishuv’s natives.>? During
these years of competition over the construction of the new native culture and
the essence of the new Hebrewness, moreover, this group was extremely active
in shaping not only many of the rituals, celebrations, and festivals that would
give new form to the Yishuv’s public space but also the language and sets of
imagery that would infuse them with meaning. The new public nature of the
holidays that had become such a defining feature of the Yishuv’s new forms of
celebration was a cultural artifact that was in large measure a product of efforts
by the youth of the colonies, particularly in a number of the more nationally
active ones. Beginning in 1908 and continuing until the outbreak of the First
World War, one of the most important annual celebrations in the Yishuv, one
that repeatedly attracted celebrants from throughout much of the country, was
the Passover fair in the colony of Rehovot (see figures 5.1 and §.2). A report on
its debut estimated that around one thousand spectators and participants
flocked to the colony that year, where they were treated to a Passover that, like
the traditional holiday, was conceived as a “celebration ... of freedom and [a]
time of leisure.” The similarities between the traditional festival and the Re-
hovot fair ended there, however. Designed as a showcase for the culture of the
new Hebrew, the Rehovot celebration had the gathered crowd

cheering as it reveled in the wrestling match between two young,
strong, bold men who were completely unable to bring one another
down or to defeat one another.. .. [This was followed by] a shoot-
ing match and a horse-back riding competition. Some thirty meters
away, a young man stood holding a flag. The first to reach him had to
seize the flag from his hands. The air reverberated with the clap-
ping of hands, the shouts of “hooray” and the gunfire. The

girls adorned the winners with flowers.>?

Four years later, the advertisement for the celebration stipulated that it
would include competitions between members of the Maccabi Athletic Asso-
ciation; a soccer game; horseback-riding competitions; various competitive
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became young, and began dancing around the flames of the bon-fire with
the young: men and women, mothers and daughters, grandchildren and
grandmothers—and a single feeling of spiritual exultation, of life and hope,
filled all of the hearts.” The only element of the celebration that might in any
remote way have recalled the textual pedagogy of the traditional rite was in the
speeches about “the importance of celebrations of this kind and their influence
on the younger generation’s spiritual development in Palestine.”¢

Other Passover traditions that were experimented with over the coming
years included a Yishuv-wide agricultural exposition that was added to the
Rehovot celebrations in 1913 and, as in so many other holidays, outdoor ex-
cursions that became part of the school curricula.’” The Rehovot festival, ac-
cording to one report, had doubled in size by the time it was held a second
time, in 1909, when it drew some two thousand people.*® Those who were still
unable to make the journey could benefit from similar outdoor festivities
throughout Palestine’s colonies and cities, and in Jerusalem, the “Lovers of
the Hebrew Stage” put on a production of Karl Ferdinand Gutzkow’s Uriel
Acosta—a choice that combined a spirit of romantic nationalism with the
commemoration of a marginal, even apostate Jewish figure, an early modern
challenger of normative rabbinic Judaism, in whose criticisms and challenges
the designers of the new Passover celebrations sought to share.>

Their apparent success at “placing new content in our holidays” inspired
the youth of Rehovot to translate their springtime public centrality into a
winter event by instituting a new celebration for Hanukkah, with which they
also hoped to influence the rest of the Yishuv's celebratory style.*® In a manner
similar to the transvaluation inherent in the Rehovot Passover celebration, in
this case a festival whose traditional focus was the home and the lighting of
deliberately diminutive candles® became a public affair in which the entire
colony seems to have been all but saturated with the blazing lights of national
luminescence. The holiday’s “new content,” according to one report, included

splendid illumination, as is appropriate for the Festival of Lights. The
entire colony was lit with paper lanterns of various colors and the
board building and library were decked with flags and large, attrac-
tive lanterns. At seven o’clock, the bell was rung to signal that the hour
had come to light the lanterns, and each and every [resident], with
special sanctity, lit his or her light. All residents of the colony, young
and old, gathered around the bell to participate in the parade, which
circumnavigated the entire colony with songs, shouts, and gunfire.®

Hanukkah, with its recovered symbolism of Maccabean military valor and
the regaining of political independence, had long been a Zionist favorite.
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However, in the general task of recasting and reshaping traditions and im-
buing them with new meanings, even Hanukkah was not safe from some
ambivalence. Hanukkah celebrations in Jerusalem in December of 1907 eli-
cited conflicting understandings of the new meanings that ought to be inserted
into the recast holiday when Eliezer Ben-Yehuda turned down an invitation to
speak at the central Bezalel Hanukkah event, explaining his discomfort with
some of the historical parallels he believed were often overlooked in Zionist
interpretations of the holiday. The Hellenist Jews, against whom the Has-
moneans had waged civil war (along with their war against the Seleucid
Greeks), Ben-Yehuda wrote, had in fact been the ancient equivalents of maskilic
Zionists like himself and like much of the new Yishuv since they had striven
“to extricate the Jewish public from the narrow confines of a religious sect and
from the constricting borders of Jewish law. They strove to give it the political
dimension that it was lacking, and to allow them to participate in the general
world of enlightenment, wisdom and science which, in those days, was Hel-
lenism, just as today it is European culture.”®?

Notwithstanding their political dimension, of which Ben-Yehuda naturally
approved, the celebrated Maccabees were in his reading religious zealots much
like the contemporary Orthodox world with which he had long been at odds.
Imagining himself speaking in the shadow of Boris Schatz’s famous sculpture
of a militant Mattathias, Ben-Yehuda envisioned the historic figure coming to
life at Bezalel, that center of modern culture and art, dedicated to the creation
of the graven images that were forbidden with such zeal by the strict religiosity
of the ancient leader. Surely, he wrote, the ancient Hasmonean would “thrust
his spear into me with the very same feeling of holiness with which he stabbed
those who sacrificed pigs on the altar in Modiin."**

Others differed. The Hellenistic Judaism of old was but a superficial im-
itation of true culture, according to one critic, and could consequently not be
compared with modern-day Haskalah. Even the culture of the body that was
championed by Palestine’s Zionists, moreover, and that might seem to reflect
continued Greek influence, in fact shared nothing with Greek physical culture,
which had been dedicated in its entirety to “idolatry.” The Yishuv’s culture of
the body, by contrast, was undertaken in the name of physical health—
“something which the Torah never forbade.” And like the rededication of the
Temple that the Maccabees undertook and which the holiday commemorated,
maskilic reform represented a rededication of the national spirit. The Macca-
bees, after all, had set out to “banish impurity, filth, the life of adultery and
gluttony, of exploitation and deception,” and it was this that stood as the goal of
the Haskalah and its Zionist successors as well. Indeed, so loyal a reflection of
the tradition of Maccabean revolt was the Yishuv's Hebrew culture, according
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to this critic, that were the elderly Mattathias to rise (from his grave) and see his
Maccabean grandchildren stretching their bones so that the nation might be
healthy and strong, he would even permit them to play ball on the Sabbath, just
as it was permitted at that time to make war on the Sabbath—for the sake of the
nation and its happiness.®> The Hebrew culture of the Yishuv, according to this
understanding of the holiday, was at once both a break with the ostensibly
petrified world of tradition and the most loyal representative of that tradition
and of a true Torah, which for the nation’s sake can be made to undergo all
manner of change and inversion. As if in order to extract a holiness once
contained in a now ossified tradition (represented in this instance by the
Sabbath), Zionism works to shatter that tradition itself.

Throughout the Yishuv, the importance of public celebrations in the creation
of a new cult of the nation made them contested arenas where meanings might
clash and the rivalry between the competing national vanguards was per-
formed. If Rehovot’s Passover celebration seemed a compelling expression of
the new Hebrew culture of the colonies’ native sons—in contrast to the
weakness of Hebrew among some workers—during Petah Tikva's holiday
festivities in 1909 it was the workers who came to the defense of Hebrew,
when they disrupted a planned children'’s performance that was to take place in
French.® Indeed, the Passover festival in Rehovot was among the few aspects
of the culture of the colonies that won regular praise in the labor-Zionist
journals as a clear indication that perhaps not all was rotten in the colonies
after all. However, this hint of viable competition also at times led certain labor-
Zionist commentators to sound an uncomfortable tone. By the time the Re-
hovot festival was held for the third time in 1910, Yosef Aharonowitz began to
fear that it was “beginning to be emptied of content.” Instead of public cele-
bration, he wrote, the by now formulaic new “tradition” was taking on the
semblance of “public boredom—hundreds of people gathering in a single
place and being publicly bored.” There were a number of solutions to this
danger, he suggested. First, he wrote, a public space dedicated specifically to
the celebration ought to be established by “raising a sum of money and
planting a garden of a number of dunams in Rehovot—the place (he conceded)
where the initiative was born.” The content itself, however, must also be
continuously renewed, and here Aharonowitz seemed to suggest that, with all
that the young colonists in Rehovot might have to offer, the way to ensure the
eternal youth of the new celebration was for “all of the youth of Palestine to
participate in planning the celebration, rather than relying exclusively on the
youth of Rehovot to prepare it.”® It is not difficult to hear in his suggestions a
demand to wrest part of the work of so central a national and nationalizing
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event from the hands of the colonists and to place it in the hands of that sector
of Yishuv youth that he represented. This was, after all, in large measure a new
version of the refrain the workers had been voicing for some years—that
whatever national impulse might originally have been present in the colonies
had long since putrefied.

Notwithstanding Aharonowitz’s criticism and (implicit) attempt at a cul-
tural coup, Rehovot continued to be the center of the Yishuv's celebrations of
Passover until the outbreak of the First World War, and it remained largely in
the hands of his nationalizing rivals. In compensation, Hanukkah became the
setting into which distinctly Labor-Zionist meanings were often cast—an ini-
tiative that came from the social-democratic Po’alei Zion. Through published
descriptions of his own transformative experience of pilgrimage to Modiin, the
ancient home of the Maccabees and their presumed burial site, Yitzhak Ben-
Zvi, an emerging leader of the Palestinian branch of the movement (and later,
the second president of Israel), helped to instill the new tradition of pilgrimage
to the site as a formative experience for Yishuv youth (see figure 5.3). His future
wife, Rachel Yanait, recalled in later years how, after his first pilgrimage to the
site in 1910, he returned “with a storm in his soul. . .. We could see he had so
deeply pierced the [barrier of] generations, that it seemed to him that he
himself had taken part in the Hasmonean revolt, that he himself had been
born in Modiin.”®®

To Ben-Zvi, the political and military symbolism that had long since be-
come mainstays of Zionist versions of the holiday could be properly under-
stood only with the addition of a social element that imbued the tale with a
hefty dose of class struggle. The intra-Jewish cultural contest between Helle-
nists and their opponents, Ben-Zvi wrote, reflected the social chasm that
separated “the oppressed people, loyal to its Torah and to its land” (am ha-
aretz) from “the traitorous wealthy Jews.”®® Ben-Zvi’s celebration of what he
terms the am ha-aretz as the true representatives of the national spirit reflected
a transvaluation of the traditional terminology and the values associated with
it. Whereas in rabbinic terminology this was typically a reference to unedu-
cated masses, Ben-Zvi took advantage of the literal meaning of the words
(roughly, “people of the soil”) to stress both the popular nature of the masses
and their loyalty to the land—thus indicating the inherent value of the peasants
over the wealthy elite. Indeed, Hanukkah was consequently a “twofold mira-
cle,” he wrote, in which “the nation’s victory over its external enemies, its
liberation from foreign subjugation” was conjoined with the “liberation of the
nation’s masses from the yoke of internal oppression, from the Jewish op-
pressors.” Together, these two victories recalled the twin work of the socialist
Zionism that Ben-Zvi’s Po’alei Zion espoused. The story of the Maccabees and
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their victory—“the triumph of the healthy forces, the class of agricultural
workers over the parasites and leeches who clung to them”—was “the greatest
social model that can serve today,” a herald of the twin liberations that Po’alei
Zion expected to effect centuries later.”

Contestation of meaning took place within sets of symbols and themes that
were broadly enough defined, however, to enable such recast holidays to be-
come Yishuv-wide events and the new rituals and praxis associated with them
to be widely accepted as new national traditions. Themes of liberation (however
understood), of a return to nature, of physical prowess, and of Hebrew
language and culture, all wrapped up in an authentic (if still contested)
Palestinian-ness, animated almost every public event, even where their out-
ward performance might be understood in a wide variety of divergent ways.
Workers’ clubs and colony youth might at times hold separate affairs, but
nationalizing institutions and public spaces such as the Herzlia Gymnasium,
the Herzl Forest, Bezalel, and some of the celebrations themselves infused
the Yishuv’s calendar and geography with a sufficient dose of national inclu-
siveness to speak persuasively to proponents of diverging Zionist ideologies.
A celebration like Jerusalem’s Hanukkah in December of 1911, which show-
cased the Maccabee athletes in a combined parade and gymnastics demon-
stration; music by a self-styled national choir; and a speech by educator David
Yellin, united virtually all of the city’s Zionists in the feeling that this com-
memoration of the rededication of the Temple centuries earlier represented
a “re-dedication of the nation itself” today.”

Indeed, despite their declamations of the national uselessness of the cul-
ture produced in the colonies, the labor-Zionists—who, by the end of the
period were showing some early signs of heading out on a path that would take
them two decades later to the leadership of the Yishuv—were in reality suffi-
ciently comfortable with the aesthetics, symbolism, and praxis of some of these
new traditions to adopt them and proclaim them their own (and then to con-
vince others of this appropriation). They did this in part by successfully dis-
seminating a sense throughout the Zionist world that they in fact more truly
represented the budding nation in Palestine and that they were a vanguard
willing to undertake a range of necessary and challenging national tasks. When
the German-Jewish Arthur Ruppin arrived in Palestine in 1908 to establish the
Palestine office—the Zionist Organization’s first full-fledged representation in
the country (see chapter G)—the deep cultural, educational, and even linguistic
abyss between him and the eastern European labor activists did not prevent
the emergence of a growing alliance. Ruppin later recalled that “in many
respects ... the workers were of a spirit foreign to my own.” Disagreeable
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though their “over-emphasis of emotional motivations, the tendency to pro-
tracted argument, lack of perseverance, imprecision in work” might have been,
however, he also thought he detected a “sincere enthusiasm for agriculture as a
foundation-stone for the Jewish national home,” which he saw as “an invalu-
able asset that must be secured.” In order to do so, he believed, Zionism must
“take care not to degrade them [the workers] to the level of servants, but rather
to elevate them to the status of creative partners in the settlement project.”’?
This sense that the workers represented an invaluable asset soon began to
coalesce with a transformation of the question of labor in the Yishuv from
essentially one of employment to a matter of cultural and social identity. To-
gether, they would catapult the worker-activists into positions of cultural and
political prominence and, by the 1930s, into a position of veritable hegemony
in the Yishuv. Their point of departure in cultural work, however, was by no
means the blank slate that it has often been portrayed to have been. In many
areas of cultural activity, moreover—in some fields of art, music, and language
production, for example—educators and activists who belonged more to the
earlier circle of activists continued to have a formative impact—at times
alongside the emergent labor activists and at others largely on their own.

If native authenticity was one of the foci of competition between workers and
colonists, some activists—with veteran and recently arrived educators standing
together at the forefront—set out to create the true Palestine native. This goal
was an important catalyst to the establishment of the Hebrew high school in
Jaffa, which within a number of years became a significant cultural force in the
national life of the Yishuv. The idea for such a school had been raised at least as
early as 1899 by Ahad Ha’Am and a circle of followers, and then again at the
first meeting of the Hebrew Teachers’ Association in 1903.”* A first concrete
step was taken in early 1906, when Yehuda Leib Metman-Cohen opened his
small, private high school in Jaffa after leaving his teaching position in Rishon
Le-Zion due to his bitter ideological struggles there with the dominant
Ugandist majority (see chapter 3). Metman-Cohen'’s school opened in a small
Jaffa apartment with a total enrollment of 17 students. By the following spring,
there were 48, and by the final year before the outbreak of the First World War,
the gymnasium had 721 registered students.”* When Metman-Cohen was
joined in his undertaking by Chaim Bugrashov (1906) and Ben-Zion Mos-
sinson (1907), the new school took on the character of a public institution
designed to offer a new kind of national education, rooted firmly in the Pa-
lestinian reality.

The school’s central, self-proclaimed mandate was to create a new Jewish
type while providing the young generation of Palestine, as well as the significant
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number of students who came from abroad to study there, with a comprehen-
sive general education, coupled with an immersion in the new Jewish culture
that it would both reflect and help to create. The culture of the school was
founded upon Hebrew as the language of instruction, a secular approach to
biblical studies, which held a prominent place in the curriculum, and an
emphasis on the land and the students’ connection to it, which it sought to
reinforce by generating further celebrations and customs integrally connected
to it—among them frequent hikes and excursions throughout Palestine. If
the gymnasium’s principal mission was the creation of a site of an all-
encompassing Hebrew atmosphere and culture, it was hardly an accident that
its birth, rapid growth, and often dramatic and at times polemicized conceptual
development as a Zionist icon unfolded in tandem with the emergence of
another flagship of the new Zionist culture in Palestine—the “first Hebrew
city” of Tel Aviv.

Tel Aviv had gotten its start in 1906, when a group of about sixty veteran
residents of Jaffa, along with a number of recent arrivals (the latter, how-
ever, distinctly not of the socialist-labor type), came together to form a land-
purchasing society which they named “Ahuzat Bayit.” Unhappy with what
Jaffa had to offer its growing Jewish population—in terms of its residential
possibilities, hygienic considerations, and aesthetic sensibilities—the mem-
bers of Ahuzat Bayit set themselves the goal of buying land to the city’s north,
where they would establish a new “Hebrew” neighborhood. They began im-
plementing their vision in 1909, when the first plots of land were parceled out,
and the Ahuzat Bayit neighborhood was born, only to have its name changed to
Tel Aviv a year later.

Although Jaffa/Tel Aviv and Jerusalem would themselves become centers
of contending Zionist visions,”* there were also some important shared im-
pulses that contributed to their development by Zionists, principal among
them the creation of an urban Hebrew public space in which a holistically
Hebrew public culture might be fashioned.” The new quarter that the
members of Ahuzat Bayit sought to establish differed from its mother city in
terms of ethnic composition (strictly Jewish), spoken language (strictly He-
brew), and the very character of the urban environment it constituted—one
that would reshape the Jewishness of its residents and give meaningful form to
the Hebrewness they envisioned. Broad avenues, a garden city-influenced
urban planning, modern piping, sanitation, and sewage treatment were all
consciously designed to contrast not only with the narrow alleyways of much of
Jaffa’s cramped (and primarily Arab) old city, where sewage often flowed
through the crowded, narrow alleyways, but with the ubiquitous imagery of the
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dark, crowded Jewish quarters and shtetlach [villages] of eastern Europe as
well.”” This was a natural setting in which to plant the first “Hebrew high
school,” an important vehicle for producing precisely the new human type that
Tel Aviv was designed to house.”® In this, Tel Aviv and the gymnasium would
clearly lead the way, serving as the model for the establishment of a Hebrew
gymnasium in Jerusalem as well in 1909.

If the Uganda controversy—in its essence, a crisis surrounding Palestine’s
place in the Zionist vision of the national renaissance—had been a catalyst in
Metman-Cohen’s initial establishment of the Gymnasium, it was the Yishuv’s
growing centrality and crystallizing identity that helped to facilitate the
school’s emergence as a national institution of central importance. The Herzlia
Gymnasium in Jaffa/Tel Aviv, along with the Bezalel museum and art school
in Jerusalem (see chapter 6), represented the Zionist Organization’s first
twin forays into direct sponsorship of cultural institutions in Palestine—
symbolically in the two emerging (and at times competing) centers of Zionist
urban life. It also represented a growing sense that a generation of “new Jews”
was beginning to emerge in Palestine and that this might have important
implications for the Jews and Judaisms of the Diaspora as well. The fact that
almost half of the school’s student body came from abroad was, to be sure, a
reflection of the limitations on acceptance of young Jews into gymnasia in the
Russian Empire. It was also, however, an indication of a growing sense that the
kind of education that the gymnasium would provide could take place only in
Palestine. “If it is our goal to establish a spiritual national center in which our
youth will be provided with an education that will transform them into na-
tional Hebrews,” as Menahem Ussishkin had phrased it some time before the
school’s founding, “then there is no other place than in the Land of Israel.””®

In the two years since the dissipation of the Uganda controversy, Zionism
had become a Palestine-centered movement, and the consequences of this
change for cultural developments in the country in the years that would follow
would prove inestimable. In addition to the unprecedented financial and in-
stitutional backing of the Zionist Organization for the Yishuv’s cultural work,
this also marked the beginnings of a dramatic shift in the traditional rela-
tionship between the Yishuv and the Diaspora and in the balance of power and
influence between them. By 1908, the new Zionist involvement in practical
work in Palestine constituted a tacit acceptance of the notion that the culture of
the Yishuv, as it was being developed in Palestine and by its residents, was
where the future of the nation was to be located. Over the coming years, this
shift in power relations would accelerate as the Yishuv grew in numbers, its
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existing cultural institutions were fortified, and new ones were established. In
their organizational structure as much as in their cultural content, the Yishuv’s
new institutions helped to create this shift in Yishuv-Diaspora relations, which
would soon emerge as a central pillar of that culture. This would not take
shape, however, without continued mutual chafing and struggle.



6

Beauty Out of Zion?

Zions Above and Zions Below

From its outset, Zionist thought had implied a radical transforma-
tion in the relationship between the Jewish Diaspora and the projec-
ted Jewish center in Palestine as the result of the emergence of a new
Jewish culture there. “Once fixed in their own land,” as Herzl had
written, “it will no longer be possible for [the Jews] to scatter all over
the world. The diaspora,” he continued, “cannot be reborn, unless
the civilization of the whole earth should collapse.”* Even Herzl's
nemesis, Ahad Ha'am, deeply skeptical of political Zionism's poten-
tial to effect the elimination of the Diaspora envisioned by its
founder, argued that, with the establishment of a spiritual center in
Palestine, “the spirit of Judaism will radiate to. .. all the communities
of the Diaspora, to inspire them with new life.”? The undoing of
galut, exile, in other words, was a goal shared alike by radical Zion-
ist conceptions, which envisioned the complete elimination of a
Jewish Diaspora, and by milder formulations in which the continued
existence of the Diaspora was expected to be radically transformed
by the spiritual-cultural center in Palestine.?

If a more or less deep-seated displeasure with Diaspora Jewish
life was the sine qua non of Zionist cultural thought, dissatisfaction
with the conduct of Zionism itself, at least as early as the Uganda
controversy, led some to seek a change in the relationship between the
European centers of the movement and the still small Yishuv. As
the controversy (and the personal acrimony that accompanied it) was
beginning to heat up, Menahem Ussishkin privately suggested to
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one ally that “if the heads of the Assembly in Palestine understood what stood
before them, then perhaps the Great Assembly would soon completely replace
the Zionist Organization abroad!™*

If this was little more than a pipe dream in 1903 (Uganda, of course,
contrary to Ussishkin’s hopes, in fact ended up spelling the demise of his Great
Assembly rather than of the Zionist Organization), it foreshadowed develop-
ments that were not far off in the future. Within two years, by the time the
Uganda controversy had dissipated, the traditional relationship between Pa-
lestine and the Diaspora, inherited to a large degree from the pre-Zionist era,
when the Yishuv was the passive beneficiary of Diaspora philanthropic sup-
port, began for the first time to be called substantively into question. Ussish-
kin’s whimsy, moreover, pointed to the fact that, however implicit in virtually
all strains of Zionist thought, the relocation of the Zionist center of cultural
gravity would nevertheless unfold through contention and strife, in the process
giving it some unanticipated characteristics.

Having won the bitter ideological debate with the resolutions of the Se-
venth Zionist Congress in 1905 and the unprecedented centralization of Pa-
lestine in Zionist thought and praxis, some former Zionei Zion now began to
advance on their next target. “All work” in the name of Zionism, as one group
of activists now demanded, “must issue out of Palestine.... Only then will it
be...truly Zionist work [and] only then will Zionism be what it truly ought to
be—a Palestinian movement.”* The Zionei Zion struggle for Palestine’s cen-
trality, in other words—as they themselves saw it—had not come to a close
with the resolutions of the Seventh Zionist Congress but had in fact just
begun. Many of the Yishuv’s advocates remained suspicious of David Wolff-
sohn, who had been chosen (reluctantly, on his part) to replace Herzl as
president of the Zionist Organization. Work within the framework of the ZO,
as the activists’ letter put it, would be selective, and in their activity in and for
the Yishuv they would choose to work only with those Zionists “who truly
desire the revival of the land.”®

If this demand reflected the continued tensions that lingered within the
movement as the aftershocks of Uganda, the Yishuv's increasing claim to a
unique place as the genuine expression of a national Jewish culture seemed at
times to leave many Zionists abroad—including some of the most dedicated
Zionei Zion—somewhat ill at ease. A growing proximity between the interests
of Palestine and the Zionist Organization abroad, on the one hand, and the
ZO’s increased interest in the emerging culture of the Yishuv on the other,
could not obscure a persisting tension that was expressed in ideological po-
lemics and in some of the efforts that went into the construction of new
cultural institutions and practices. In many senses, it was precisely the greater
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emphasis on Palestine and its emerging culture within the Zionist world that
helped to exacerbate the tensions along this fault line. The increasing visibility
of a distinct Yishuv culture was inherently intertwined with an ever more un-
comfortable sense that that culture might reflect a growing distance between
the budding Hebrew nation and the Jews and Jewish life of the Diaspora.

In the early fall of 19g0o8—just around the time that Hebrew was becoming
the spoken language of expanding social circles in Palestine—some seventy
delegates gathered in Czernowitz (Bukovina) for a conference on the Yiddish
language, the result of which was a resolution that declared Yiddish to be “a
national language of the Jewish people”. Notwithstanding the somewhat
watered-down declaration (which was distinctly unsatisfactory to those who
wished Yiddish to be declared the Jewish national language), Czernowitz mar-
ked an important watershed, one that led to a more distinct parting of the ways
between “Yiddishism” and “Hebraism,” terms which themselves emerged as
after-effects of the conference.” When a protest meeting against the Czerno-
witz conference was held at the recently established Beit Ha-am in Jerusalem,
Hebrew writer and veteran Hovev Zion Mordechai Ben-Hillel Hacohen, who
had arrived in Palestine the previous year, came to its partial defense and
argued that in the Yishuv “we are too quick to disavow” the Yiddish language.
To be sure, he wrote, “just as we will never exchange our land, so we will never
replace our language [Hebrew] with another.” This, however, should not blind
even the most devoted Hebraist to the fact that it was Yiddish that served the
needs of the Jewish masses in Europe and often even helped to pave the way
for them to learn Hebrew.?

This view was similar to that held by certain Zionists in Europe as well,
such as Leybl Taubes, a pioneer of Galician Zionism and one of its leading and
most notable figures. Taubes also happened to be among the initiators of the
Czernowitz conference and an activist in the struggle to persuade the Austrian
government to recognize Yiddish as the spoken language of the Jews of Galicia.
Indeed, such a synthesis, in which Hebrew and Yiddish could coexist, was hardly
a rarity in the days before the combined effects of post-Uganda territorial-
linguistic crystallization in Zionism on the one hand and the post-Czermnowitz
entrenchment of linguistic encampments on the other, pushed Zionism and
Hebraism more distinctly into one another’s ideological arms.? For a Zionist
such as Taubes, the question of language moved along the twinned axes of
Zionist space (Palestine vs. Europe) and time (the future vs. the present). The
future nation that would emerge in Palestine, he argued in the period sur-
rounding Czernowitz, “will certainly speak Hebrew, but this is at any rate still a
matter of many years.” In the meantime, the exigencies of the present man-
dated that Zionists concern themselves no less with “our national rights in the
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lands of our residence, where we pay our taxes, where we shed our blood.”’® In
Europe, Taubes argued, “the basis of our national existence must be not the
language that we shall speak in the future, but the language that we already
speak, our Yiddish.”!!

In Palestine, things often looked a bit different. To Eliezer Ben-Yehdua,
the “evil and devilish power of Jargon” that had been given a boost at Czer-
nowitz was not to be underestimated precisely because, as both Ben-Hillel
Hacohen and Taubes had pointed out, it was a living force among the masses
of Jews in Europe. There are certain realities, Ben-Yehdua argued, of which
one does not speak openly. “Everybody knows why a bride enters into a mar-
riage,” he wrote, linking language and sexual propriety, but nobody considers it
appropriate to “defile one’s mouth” with this information. The same discretion
ought to hold regarding the “ugliness” that characterizes Jewish life due to the
use of Yiddish. Ben-Yehuda’s primary concern, however, was to ensure that the
mark of legitimacy that Czernowitz seemed to bestow upon Yiddish not help it
to grow roots in Palestine. He was, after all, only remotely interested in the
language of Diaspora Jewry, he wrote. There, “if the Jews speak ‘Jewish,’ or
German or Russian—it is of little concern to me.” Should they transplant those
languages (and the despised, exilic Yiddish in particular) to the Hebrew land,
however, where rebirth was now inherently connected with Hebrew language,
the inevitable result would be “national destruction” [Hurban}.!? If ideological
turmoil had earlier led Itamar Ben-Avi to point to the emergence of two sep-
arate nations at the decisive and divisive Zionist Congress of 190, his father
now seemed to caution against—or perhaps to champion—a similar schism.
Given the power Ben-Yehuda attributed to language as the shaper of nations,
this would be a particularly deep chasm that would all but cut off the Jews of
Palestine from those of the Diaspora.

It seems to have been precisely this specter that led Yosef Vitkin, a veteran
Hebrew educator who had immigrated to Palestine in 1897, to address the
question of Hebrew education in the Yishuv and in the Diaspora. Although
Palestine stood at the center of Vitkin's vision, he believed that “many decades
will yet elapse for the New Yishuv . .. before it becomes . . . a spiritual center.” If
for this reason alone, he argued, the Yishuv must take care not to allow its
Hebrew character to become a force separating it from the Jews of the Dia-
spora. Hebrew education, therefore, must act as a bridge spanning the geo-
graphical divide and “revitalize the Hebrew spirit” in the Diaspora no less than
in Palestine. There, too, the students must “strengthen their weakened bodies,
their destroyed nerves; they must awaken in them the love of nature.” They
must, in other words, become in some respects like the new Hebrews of
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Palestine. In a variation on Ahad Ha’am, whose influence on his thinking is
manifest, Vitkin argued for a reciprocity between the Yishuv and the Diaspora
that would ultimately, however, lead in a straight and unequivocal line to
Palestine and ensure its preeminence. The task of a Hebrew education is to
impart to students a love of the nation, he wrote, and this must not be “a
platonic love that will lead them to dream in the Diaspora, but a concrete love,
which mandates that [it] be fulfilled in their land.”*?

For the moment, however, the relationship was largely the reverse, and the
Yishuv remained in many ways dependent on the support of Jews abroad.
When the rise in immigration began to lead to housing inflation in Palestine’s
cities, Levontin wrote to Zionist leaders in other countries with a plan to raise
money from wealthy Diaspora Jews for home-purchasing loans.!* And when
the teachers’ association sought a wrestling instructor to help develop the new
Hebrew physique in the native generation it was educating, it once again
turned, ironically, toward Europe.'® One incipient change in the nature of this
support from abroad became immediately conspicuous, however, in the wake
of the Seventh Zionist Congress. If virtually none of that support to date had
come from the Zionist Organization, the post-Uganda years saw a quantum
leap in the ZO's involvement and its financial support of a range of activities in
Palestine. Paradoxically, the Yishuv's growing self-assertion as the site of a
unique Hebrew culture was made possible in large measure through this
increased support of Zionism from outside Palestine.

A key turning point both in the development of the Yishuv’s culture and its
changing relationship with the Diaspora came in January of 1906, when artist
Boris Schatz immigrated to Palestine, determined to set up an art school and
museum dedicated to the production and display of a new national Jewish art
that would be rooted in the soil of Palestine. The scope of the new Bezalel’s
undertaking—and its national mandate—were broadly defined and included
the ingathering of Jewish cultural possessions, the creation (based in some
measure on that ingathering) of a new Jewish art, aesthetic, and culture, and
finally, the training of Palestine’s Jewish community—and the impoverished
Jews of Jerusalem in particular—in a variety of crafts that would help wean
them away from the Haluka economy. It was envisioned as the site in which a
number of seemingly distinct national projects in the realm of the arts, arti-
sanry, crafts, and even labor economics would be fused to express the new
national spirit being born in Palestine.!® Together they would give new shape
not only to the Jewish community of Palestine itself, but also—by changing the
visage of Jewishness there—to the interaction between the Jews of Palestine
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and those of the Diaspora and ultimately to Jewish life throughout the world.
Not surprisingly, such ambitious goals were not implemented without sig-
nificant friction.

The organizational structure that Schatz first envisioned was from the
outset an expression of a changing relationship between the Yishuv and the
Diaspora. Bezalel was, for one thing, the first cultural project in Palestine to be
granted official Zionist support. Indeed, Schatz had taken care to obtain a ZO
endorsement before making his move to Palestine—he seems, in fact, to have
first broached the idea to Herzl as early as 1902. Armed with this backing,
Schatz insisted that Bezalel become the first “thoroughly national, Hebrew
institution” in Palestine, hoping that official Zionist support would eliminate
the kind of dependency on the Hilfsverein or other philanthropic (and non-
nationalist) organizations that had characterized previous cultural projects,
citing the threat that such a relationship would pose to the national Hebrew
character of Bezalel."”

Highlighting the emerging complexity of Yishuv-Diaspora relations, he
was backed in this effort by Ussishkin in Russia, who informed him that, when
he had heard of the “desire of the Westerners to hand the leadership of Bezalel
over to the Hilfsverein, | immediately wrote to Berlin and to Cologne [the seat of
the Zionist executive] that in no way will I agree to this.”*® Support for this
stance from some of the central European Zionists in Cologne, who were no
less crucial allies (if more distant in cultural approach), was not always equally
enthusiastic.'® Alliances with Hovevei Zion or the ZO were, in any case, ac-
ceptable forms of Yishuv dependency on Diaspora Jewry in Schatz’s view.
Subordination, on the other hand, of what were intended as national and
nationalizing institutions to nonnationalist organizations such as the Hilfs-
verein, he insisted, was no longer acceptable. In the end, the physical Bezalel in
Jerusalem was governed in part by a Bezalel committee that was seated in
Berlin and included representatives of the ZO, the Odessa committee, and
leading non-Zionist philanthropic associations, such as the very Hilfsverein
Schatz would clearly have preferred to exclude but whose funding he could not
afford to forego.

As Inka Bertz has stressed, the history of Schatz’s relationship with the
Bezalel committee in Berlin is one of chafing and a struggle over authority that
stemmed not only from a clash of formidable egos but also from conflicting
expectations and notions of the relationship between the Yishuv and the
Diaspora, which were not free of competing ideas regarding the essence and
meaning of national art.2 However, as the Yishuv grew demographically, as its
institutions became ever more entrenched, and as the ZO progressively
deepened its commitment to Palestine in the years following the Uganda
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crisis, Schatz’s approach to the institutional relations between the Yishuv and
its Diaspora supporters became increasingly prevalent and viable.

Bezalel’s impact on the Yishuv-Diaspora relationship, however, ran far
deeper than this institutional dimension (where its successes were partial at
best). Within a short time after its establishment, Bezalel proved a catalyst to
changes in the very meanings that were attributed to the land as a national
center and the diaspora as its periphery, and in this way it penetrated to the
very heart of the project of crafting the new nation. Its creation and disse-
mination of a new national culture in Palestine served as a stimulus for a
renewed—and dramatically altered—Yishuv-Diaspora relationship that would
begin, according to Schatz’s vision, with the transformation of Yishuv Jewry's
aesthetic life and material living conditions alike. Schatz wrote frequently of
“returning our people to a natural life” as one of Bezalel’s paramount objec-
tives, a formulation by which he meant the two seemingly distinct undertak-
ings that he combined in the new school.?! One of these was Bezalel’s
determination to create “productive” sources of income for rural colonists
and city dwellers alike. The former often found themselves only semiemployed
during transitional periods between agricultural seasons, while the general
poverty of the urban Jewish communities—and Jerusalem’s in particular—was
a source of national consternation due, among other reasons, to the resultant
dependence on Haluka as a principal source of income. Schatz’s approach to
ameliorating these economic blights was based on the creation of workshops
designed to “productivize” the Yishuv by training its residents in a range of
crafts and artisan skills.?

This was the kind of undertaking that found an echo among the Yishuv’s
supporters abroad, and Bezalel was often able to obtain financial backing for
specific projects—and from those sponsors whom Schatz effectively hand-
picked and deemed acceptable. The Odessa committee provided the funding
for stonecutting classes in Jerusalem, for example—an economic niche that
was at the time occupied almost exclusively by “Christians and Arabs” and in
which Schatz was convinced Jews could and should stake out a place for
themselves.* Classes of this kind and the workshops Schatz initiated for crafts
such as carpet and jewelry making quickly established Bezalel as a leading
instrument for a brand of productivization that was clearly stamped with a
Zionist ethos, a standing that is revealed in the many pleas Schatz received for
assistance with a wide range of undertakings related to productivization. A year
after the school was established, the Hebrew Teachers’ Association asked to
use the services of its artists to produce Hebrew monograms for use in the
schools where girls were taught needlework.?* A school teacher in the Galilean
colony of Mescha (Kefar Tavor) wrote Schatz, asking for his help in providing
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employment in Bezalel’s carpet division for the sister of a young man who
planned to settle as an agricultural worker in the Galilee.?> Word of Bezalel’s
transformative role in Jerusalem reached as far away as eastern Europe, where
young Jews, hopeful of immigrating to Palestine, at times addressed Schatz
with their dreams of joining the artists and craftspeople of Bezalel (and others
in the Yishuv) who “live off their fruits of their own labor rather than from
‘haluka.’"26

Enmeshed in this anticipated economic transformation was what Schatz
expected to be the crown jewel of Bezalel’s revolutionary effect on both Pa-
lestine and Jewish life. Before his arrival in Palestine, Schatz had been an active
observer of European national movements and had been involved in the con-
struction of the Bulgarian national exhibition for the 1904 World's Fair in
Saint Louis, Missouri.” He seems to have been particularly taken by projects
aimed at gathering national folk attributes—an activity that was common
among nationalist literary and artistic activists throughout Europe during
these years and which many Zionists undertook as well.?

Art and artisanship were for Schatz the basis for a new Torah, and he
conceived of Bezalel as its holy sanctuary, a veritable Third Temple. Indeed,
the opposing poles of holiness and profanity were pivotal in his ambitious
recasting of Jewish life in which Jerusalem stands at once as a center of the
profane and the site of a future renewed sacrality. Schatz’s vision—the com-
bined impact of material and aesthetic production—was for a sweeping revi-
val that would place Bezalel at the very heart of what he and many others in
the Yishuv and the Zionist world saw as no less than a project of national
redemption.

Indeed, the mood among many Zionists in Palestine seems to have been
all but bristling with excitement in late 1905 with Schatz’s imminent arrival,
accompanied by Zionism’s artistic superstar, Ephraim Moshe Lilien, who had
provided the movement with some of its early congress imagery and some of
the most familiar and important portraiture of the recently deceased Herzl.?®
Their arrival was adumbrated in all but messianic terms: All of the Yishuv’s
ills, the reports seemed to indicate, and even those of the Jewish people outside
of Palestine—including the divisions between Ashkenzim and Sephardim, the
Haluka system, the linguistic mélange, the degradation of the Jews among the
nations, the economic hardship of life in the colonies—would be solved with
the establishment of Schatz’s art school.

In one of several pieces on the impending appearance of the two artists,
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda expounded on the national significance of the event. “For
Beauty will issue forth out of Zion and Art from Jerusalem,” he wrote in his
title—a paraphrase of the traditional “For Torah will issue forth out of Zion
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and the Word of the Lord from Jerusalem.” Bezalel, as the new aesthetic and
artistic expression of the national imperative, would replace (or perhaps re-
claim) the religious dimension of the Torah and the covenant with God that it
embodied, and exert a powerful spiritual influence on the lives of Jews in
Palestine and throughout the world. Bezalel’s commitment to workshops and
training in the various crafts, Ben-Yehuda proclaimed, will help bring about an
end to “the life of shame through ‘charity,” which so degrades one’s soul and
spirit” and would usher in “salvation to the colonies.” But the dejected mood in
the Yishuv was not only the product of its material and economic plight. A no
less urgent problem, Ben-Yehuda wrote, was “the masses of Jews here who are
slowly perishing in a life lacking in hygiene and cleanliness.” Among them, he
projected, “there will gradually emerge a generation that will be more attuned
to feelings of beauty, cleanliness and purity,” thanks to the work that Bezalel
would undertake. Echoing imagery that had been central to the “Jewish
question” since the age of the Enlightenment, and resonating with the foun-
dational experience of humiliation that was a motivating force behind many a
Zionist position, Ben-Yehuda explained that this internal change in the psyche
of Palestine’s Jews—their improved hygienic and aesthetic sensibilities in
particular—would be translated into an unprecedented respectability and
honor and a new place in the community of nations. In an environment of
intensifying international competition for cultural, religious, and political
dominance in the Holy Land, he argued, the fact that “the first artistic institute
in Jerusalem will be a Jewish one” would undoubtedly “add to Israel’s hon-
or.”3® Ben-Yehuda’s exuberant expectations of Bezalel’s national importance
and impact were rooted in what was to him the singular fact that Schatz, as he
reported, “has made it an immutable law that all Bezalel people—the principal,
the teachers, the students and the workers—will all speak only Hebrew!"*!

In his own first programmatic statement following his much-anticipated
arrival in Palestine, Schatz framed what he expected to be Bezalel's importance
as part of a modern nationalist movement in terms of a traditional religious act
of constructing a home for sacred national treasures in Jerusalem. The crea-
tion of a Jewish art institute in Jerusalem, he wrote, was first and foremost an
expression of the Jewish people’s return to life. Jerusalem, after all, “has re-
mained holy to us throughout our extended period of exile.” And while it was
true, he conceded, that in the past centuries “we have not constructed glorious
temples” in the city, the lingering bond to the land and the city had inspired
Jews to continue to build “many houses of prayer and of burial.”*?

Indeed, for centuries Jews had maintained customs such as burial with
small packets of soil from the Holy Land, and some had immigrated there in
old age with the goal of being buried in its soil. While burial rites had been
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important in maintaining a bond between the Jews and their land, this link,
Schatz argued, was too exclusively associated with death. Now, in the era of
national rebirth, it must be given new form. Bezalel’s presence in Jerusalem
would renew the Jewish people’s link to the vitality of their distant past in the
land, thus prompting a profound transformation in the Jewish people and
infusing their death-bound connection to the land with a stream of new life.
“Gradually,” Schatz wrote

our people will learn to look to the Holy Land not as a. .. place where
one hopes to be buried, but rather as a living land, in which one
can live a pleasant life today as well, and to return it to that distant
time when the Mount of Olives was covered in olive trees and an
echo responded from within that grove to the voices of the daughters
of Israel and to their song.**

The transvaluation that Schatz envisioned in the reality of the Mount of
Olives and its national-spiritual significance evinced precisely the kind of in-
terplay between traditional tropes and radical innovation that characterized
much of Zionist discourse and cultural praxis in Palestine. While excoriating
the traditional Jewish relationship to the Mount of Olives (and to the land as a
whole), echoes of that tradition continue to resonate in Schatz’s vision of the
transfigured bond between nation and land. Of course, the death traditionally
associated with the Mount of Olives had itself been interwoven with a vision of
renewed life: It was from there that the messianic resurrection of the dead was
to begin. Schatz interlaces an echo of this traditional sentiment within his
attempt to supplant it. His use of traditional imagery, moreover, rather than
mitigating the revolutionary nature of his message, instead further radicalizes
it by underscoring the messianic presumption that Bezalel (and Zionism in
Palestine) was to play in Jewish life. The end of days—the resurrection of the
dead and the return to life of the land of Israel—will no longer await divine
intervention. Zionism (and the Bezalel project as its new spearhead) thus
represents a concrete and immanent revival of the dead (or dying) nation
through an active transformation of the land, of the Jews’ connection to it, and
of the Jews themselves.**

Further endorsement of this messianic dimension of the new institute,
equally couched in the language of death and rebirth, came in a dedication
message sent to Schatz by Rabbi Abraham Isaac Ha-Cohen Kook, then rabbi
of Jaffa (later, under the mandate, chief rabbi of Palestine) and an all-but-
prophetic figure in the pantheon of religious Zionism. In an elaborate parable,
Kook likened the destroyed Jerusalem, which he imagined as being itself in
exile, to an ailing child and pointed to Bezalel as the first sign of “hope for
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salvation and comfort,” a “life-giving stream” for a child long confined to a
sickbed. Steeped in the traditions of Jewish mysticism, which were a primary
defining force in his particular version of religious Zionism, Kook extolled
Bezalel and the “sensitivity for beauty and purity” that it was destined to
produce among Palestine’s Jews as a force that would “uplift many depressed
souls”—a compliment that, particularly when coming from Kook, could not
but resonate with the traditional image of the uplifting of the sparks associated
with cosmic redemption.*®

If these were the words of a mystically oriented religious Zionist, much of
the so-called secular discourse surrounding the new art of Bezalel struck a
similar cord, although here a dissonant note was often added, thereby trans-
figuring the claim to sacrality and redefining the profanity with which it was
contrasted. Indeed, these messianic expectations were one facet of a pervasive
tone of religiosity that permeated much of the discourse surrounding the new
school. Bezalel, after all, had been named for the biblical Bezalel Ben-Uri,
whom Moses had charged with the task of designing and building “a temple in
the wilderness,” in Schatz’s words, for a people heading toward the Promised
Land.* This peculiar juxtaposition by Schatz—of the Temple, constructed by a
sovereign monarch of a sovereign Israelite nation in its land, with the “wil-
derness” of a nation as yet unformed—appeared in a great many of his writings
and in much of the visual imagery Bezalel produced. It was a recurrent trope
that serves as a telling illustration of a defining tension at the very heart of the
messianic overtones associated with Bezalel, one that corresponded to the
ambivalence of Zionist imageries of Jerusalem and constituted a seminal
breach within the Zionist undertaking in Palestine generally. The sense of the
Jewish people even in Jerusalem as still in the wilderness and in need of
guidance through the new Torah, which a Mosaic Schatz and his artists would
provide, resonated with the ubiquitous image of Jerusalem as a site of exile.
At the same time, this wilderness image stood in tension with the fact that
Bezalel now stood, after all, in Jerusalem. However exilic much of its current
Jewish life, Jerusalem’s geographic and conceptual centrality to just about
any Zionist notion of the Promised Land, as the very epicenter of that pro-
mise, could hardly be ignored. An inner conflict, in other words, stood at the
very core of Bezalel’s messianic self-representation as both a tabernacle for a
people still wandering in the wilderness and—in terms that are strikingly
unmetaphorical—as a new Temple, the structural foundation of a modern
national redemption. Bezalel and the Jerusalem in which it was established
belonged both to that wilderness, and hence to exile—with yet a long and
arduous trek to redemption—and to the concrete reality of a nascent redemp-
tion in the heart of the Promised Land.
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Both poles in this tension cast Schatz (in his own eyes) and the art he
would create as a veritable renewal of prophecy in modern form. Indeed,
Schatz often viewed and represented himself as the modern equivalent of
Moses (traditionally the first and greatest prophet of Israel), once again ap-
pointing the artists and directing the art that would create a modern tabernacle
to lead a wandering nation to its promised land. “I looked upon art,” as Schatz
wrote in a moment of thoughtfulness for the future historian, “as a temple and
upon artists as its priests.”>’ (See figure 6.1.)

That art would be the principal medium through which the renewed living
bond between the nation and its land would be inaugurated, then, was not an
accident. For a people ostensibly ailing in aesthetic sensibility,?® the inception
of a new national aesthetic was imagined as a critical centerpiece of the crea-
tion of a healthy and living national culture. In this, Bezalel was part of a
broader search for Jewish folk art and through it for the Jewish folk character,
which was under way in Europe as well, having begun there at least as early as
the late nineteenth century.>® This, Schatz wrote (and one can also hear echoes
of his experiences in Bulgaria), is the natural trajectory for any national
movement. “It is the first sign of any nation coming to life,” he explained, “that
it begins to search and to gather its memories and antiquities, its legends and
poems—any object that reminds it of the life of its forefathers, and illuminates
that life.”*®

While devoted to the creation of a national art and aesthetic that would be
markedly new and would emerge as distinct from that which was being
searched for and created in Europe, Schatz therefore sought to ground them
firmly in the soil of Palestine and the Jewish past in that land. Among the chief
mandates of the museum associated with the school was to gather the nation’s
“memories and antiquities, its legends and poems"—artifacts of any and every
kind that reflected the land and the Jewish past in it and away from it.*! These
included artifacts associated with the Jewish religious heritage, which were
placed alongside botanical and zoological exhibits taken from the native flora
and fauna of Palestine, thereby implicitly granting them equal status with the
displays of traditional Judaica as components of a Jewish cultural heritage.
“What is vital for nationalism and the nation,” Anthony Smith writes, “is not
some promise of imminent apocalypse, but the very core of traditional reli-
gions, their conception of the sacred and their rites of salvation. This is
what the nationalists must rediscover and draw upon in fashioning their
own ideals of community, history, and destiny.”*? Bezalel’s reconfiguration of
a new national sacrality was given form through an iconography, geography,
and discourse of a very concretized Palestine, a Yerushalayim shel Mata
(earthly Jerusalem), set against the symbols of traditional religious sacrality of
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Yerushalayim shel Ma’ala (heavenly Jerusalem) and conflated with them.*® If
one important function of the museum was to serve as a training ground for
the students preparing to create the nation’s new art in the school, moreover,
Bezalel’s combination of sources, which juxtaposed the traditional cultural
heritage with a Palestine-centered Zionist aesthetic that in some ways sub-
verted that heritage, indicated the twin fonts of the new national creativity
Schatz expected Bezalel to foster.** (See figure 6.2.)

There were other reasons for the museum'’s ingathering as well. The Jews’
ostensible aesthetic deficiency—as much a result of the modem Jew’s rupture
with the cultural assets of the Jewish past as of the calcification of traditional
Judaism, according to Schatz—also had political ramifications as a leading
explanation for Jewish degradation among the nations. “We are unable to have
respect for ourselves and to dream of our future,” Schatz wrote, “if we do not
know how to cherish our past.” Reclaiming and refiguring that past was a
project that could be undertaken only in Jerusalem, he added, since that city
was “the cradle of our nation.” Gathering the Jewish antiquities whose very
being was tied with Jerusalem and Palestine, Schatz explained, “will provide us
with invaluable materials for the creation of a Hebrew style in our art,” and this
in turn would allow Bezalel “to return our nation to a natural life, each under
his vine and fig tree.”**

Given this importance of physical location in the rearrangement of
Jewish aesthetics and culture, the site Schatz initially chose for his new artistic
tabernacle—in the eastern part of Jerusalem and in proximity to the Old City—
was selected as a particularly evocative spatial marker. Its most salient feature
(and one that Schatz repeatedly highlighted in his efforts to obtain the nec-
essary funding to purchase it) was the view it offered of the Temple Mount. It
was “of prime importance,” he wrote to Russian Zionist leader Bezalel Jaffe
in October of 1906, that so vital a national institution as his own be erected so
“near the location of the Holy Temple,™*® thereby providing it a location that
would manifest the promise of a quasi-messianic salvation that Schatz (and
others) expected of his Bezalel.

Aside from the obvious implications of locating the first national institute
of art in such a location for the resurgence of a national spirit, Schatz argued, it
would also help establish the institution and the art it would produce as “the
possession of the entire nation.”*’ And a religious-national possession of this
kind in a Palestine that was at the time the site of intense struggle between the
European powers would have a profound importance in altering the Jews’
political position in the country and their relations with other nations. It was
“only by a miracle,” Schatz wrote, “that this land has remained in Arab hands
rather than having been purchased by Christians, who already own everything
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in its proximity. Every mountain, and around all the city walls, every nation can
boast a house of prayer, a monastery, a school and more. And we—if we
purchase this land—will secure for ourselves a national institution near the
walls of our city."*?

The significance of the site was echoed by the Zionist Movement's official
representatives in Palestine. Menahem Sheinkin, a veteran Zionist who di-
rected the Hovevei Zion Information Bureau in Jaffa, and Zalman David Le-
vontin, director of the Anglo-Palestine Company, wrote ZO President David
Wolffsohn in support of Schatz’s request for funding to make the pur-
chase possible. They agreed with Schatz’s characterization of the site and
the importance of the view it offered of “the historical Mount Moriah” and the
Makom-Mikdasch [site of the Temple; literally, site of holiness}. Confirming
the sense that the site offered to provide the Jews with a combined religious-
political foothold in the city, they went a step further than Schatz by urging
Wolffsohn to have the national fund “purchase the entire plot.” “Aside from
the Jews,” they explained, “every nation has national land and national
buildings in Jerusalem and its surroundings. ... Only the Jews, who now lay
claim to Palestine, have nothing."*’

The ubiquitous anticipation of individual and collective redemption that
was associated with Bezalel from its outset did not spare Schatz protracted
negotiations with the Zionist Bank under Levontin’s directorship, at the end of
which the purchase of the plot failed to materialize—a fact that surely served
only to deepen his sense of kinship with the original Ben-Uri, constructing a
tabernacle for a nation still wandering in the wilderness. Notwithstanding his
disappointment, however, Schatz would soon complete the purchase of a
building in the developing westem part of Jerusalem. Aithough the view it
offered of the Old City and its eminent religious and historic sites was not quite
as compelling, the new location quickly emerged as a site of pilgrimage to the
“new"” Zionist Jerusalem and as a national icon in its own right. Adorned with a
seven-branch menorah (see figure 6.3), Bezalel’s building would become one
of the most important and recurrent symbols of national rebirth in Zionist
depictions of a Jerusalem that was often imagined as “the musty deposits of
two thousand years of inhumanity, intolerance, and uncleanliness...
in. .. foul-smelling alleys,” as Herzl had written after his visit there some years
earlier.>®

If Jerusalem, in other words, often seemed an outpost of galut within the
land of rebirth, Bezalel was the spearhead of its transformation into the land of
the new Hebrew. Schatz would undoubtedly have endorsed Eric Hobsbawm's
understanding of national icons as images that “represent the symbols and
rituals or common collective practices which alone give a palpable reality to [an)
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otherwise imaginary community.”*! And if Bezalel figured prominently as a
leading symbol of the new Yishuv and its new national sacrality, this was in no
small measure the result of very calculated efforts by Schatz and the artists
under his tutelage, who set out to create the new national iconography for the
budding nation, whose spiritual center they believed themselves to be.

Not long after the museum’s establishment, Schatz began to be virtually in-
undated with appeals and requests for collaboration of various sorts from
individuals and other institutions dedicated similarly to the creation of a na-
tional iconography and to nationalizing the public and private lives of Pales-
tine’s Jews. By 1908 the Hebrew Teachers’ Association began to look to Bezalel
to provide art classes for its members,*? and the newly emerging Hebrew
gymnasium in Tel Aviv turned to Schatz in Jerusalem to design the fagade for
its new building.>* An appeal for embroidery monograms in Hebrew lettering
that was sent to Schatz by a teacher in the northern Galilee colony of Rosh
Pinah was even more plainly concerned with the juncture of public and private
in the colony. Wherever young girls were provided such training in the coun-
try’s colonies, Schatz’s interlocutor complained, it was never in Hebrew since
“ornamented Hebrew letters” were simply unavailable, and there was conse-
quently hardly “a single Hebrew home in which the linens have Hebrew letters
embroidered on them.” The French and Russian lettering on the colony’s
hanging laundry, he complained, “pains one’s eyes.”**

Emphasizing the mythical dimensions associated with Bezalel’s produc-
tion of a national symbolism, moreover (intimately tied up here with the
mythic dimensions of the Hebrew language), the Latin and Cyrillic lettering on
Rosh Pinah’s linens had to be replaced, according to the letter, since they are
“foreign images” (ha-Tziyurim ha-Zarim ha-lo Ivriim). These resonated with
one of the most severe prohibitions in Jewish tradition, one that spoke directly
to Bezalel’s mandate to produce an imagery and art that were distinctly Jew-
ish.>® Schatz’s speedy reply seems to indicate the importance that he too at-
tributed to the matter. He promised that Bezalel had already begun to look into
the creation of “all sorts of games and monograms out of the Hebrew letters
that will be made available for sewing and embroidery as well,”>® and before
long Bezalel’s artists had indeed produced a plethora of new Hebrew lettering
and design.

Cast in the role of quintessential representative of the new culture that was
emerging in the Yishuv, Bezalel’s combination of economic and artistic revival
became simultaneously a source of great excitement and a site of friction and
unease among Zionists outside of Palestine. As early as November of 1906
(shortly before his own move to Palestine), Bezalel Jaffe could write to Schatz
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of the importance of the new museum’s work of ingathering in generating
renewed energy for Zionist activity in Russia. Bezalel, he wrote, was already
serving as a “shelter for the spirit of Israel and its Teachings”—not only for
those of the Yishuv itself.*’

As a pillar of Jewish rebirth in a city into which Jewish death and exile had
crept too deeply, Bezalel offered the Jews of Palestine and the Diaspora alike a
vision of the nation reborn and redeemed. In one conversation with “one of the
important tourists,” as Hebrew writer and educator Kadish Yehuda Silman
recounted some four years after Bezalel’s establishment, he had asked the
visitor what he had seen that had been tourist-worthy in the city. “Two things,”
was the answer. “The dead Western Wall and the living Bezalel; the remem-
brance of the past and the harbinger of the future.”*®

And if actual tourism was a rare privilege, an initiative from Cleveland,
Ohio, sought to export this imagery of the nation returned to life for mass
dissemination among Jews abroad. Looking to Bezalel as the fulcrum of this
redemption and a wellspring from which Jews in the United States might draw
on the national energy emerging from Palestine, one supporter sought to enlist
Schatz’s collaboration in the preparation of “a full set of moving electrical
pictures of the life of our nation and of all our colonizing and national work in
Palestine.” The show would conjoin Palestine’s distant past with its Zionist
present by juxtaposing “pictures of the lives of our farmers and their labor in
the colonies,” images of national institutions such as Bezalel and others,
along with likenesses of “Samson, Bar-Kochba and Deborah in the very places
where they performed their deeds [in the setting of] beautiful sites in Pales-
tine.” It would be accompanied by “a phonograph to play the songs and games
of Jewish children in Palestine,” thereby bringing this fusion of sounds and
images to “the United States to awaken the members of our nation and to in-
terest them in our national project in Palestine.”>® In addition to its task of
productivizing the Jews of Palestine and providing them with their own set
of new national symbols, Bezalel was beginning to be seen abroad as a new
oracle that might convey its message to the Jews of the Diaspora as well.*

As a new source of inspiration for Jews in the Diaspora, Bezalel would
have to compete, however, with the long-standing “suspicion [with which]
people tend to regard all Palestinian undertakings,” as David Wolffsohn re-
minded Schatz in one letter. It was therefore best, he urged him, to hold off on
placing far-reaching demands before the Zionist annual conference “until you
can present positive results.”®! But some of the discomfort that would come
to characterize the relationship between Bezalel as representative of Yishuv
culture and certain Jews in the Diaspora ran deeper than a persisting
paternalism.
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An exchange between Boris Schatz and the (then) American Hebrew
writer Ephraim Deinard surrounding Bezalel’s artistic orientation and its
representation among Jews abroad is a particularly telling instance of the ways
in which the geographical distance between these two emerging centers of
Jewish life would prove constitutive of fundamental divergences in their sen-
sibilities.5 Even as Bezalel was becoming a source of pride for Diaspora Jews
and a showcase of Palestine’s new Jewish culture, its artists’ readiness to
stretch and redefine the boundaries and substance of Jewish culture in ways
that were declaredly Palestinian also began to emerge as a source of discomfort
for Deinard and others in his milieu. In his letter to Schatz, Deinard identified
himself as a Bezalel supporter who was now reconsidering his backing after “a
Yiddish journal has published the fact that the image of Jesus of Nazareth and
pictures of his apostles are being created in your school,” therefore poisoning
the joy and pride they had expected Bezalel to be.®* As a Hebraist and Hebrew
writer, Deinard wrote, he might have been skeptical of this particular source—
the organ of a competing version of Jewish culture. However, a visitor from
Jerusalem brought reports not only of an art that displayed forbidden images
but also of customs that surrounded it and characterized the Zionist Yishuv in
general, which evinced a heretical bent and lent the emerging culture the tenor
of a pagan cult. Further transgressing the traditional prohibition on the forging
of images, Deinard reports, the guest related that “a statue of Dr. Herzl was
formed, and a procession marched with cries of joy to a colony where the
deceased had planted a tree.” Supporters of Zionist work were deeply dis-
concerted, Deinard reported, and now found no answer to their opponents’
charge that the Zionists were “defiling the land with statues and images."**

Symbolic of the growing distance and miscommunication that at times
colored the relationship between the Yishuv and Diaspora Jewry (and perhaps
occasionally do so today), the overall presentation of the new blend of holidays,
style of celebration, and artistic work that was coming together to constitute the
Yishuv’s national culture was not inaccurate (see figure 6.4). In its deviation
from traditional Jewish norms and the suggestion contained in it of a new cult
centered around a new national style, it may have appeared to some fews
abroad—and even to a Zionist and Hebrew writer like Deinard, who was
undoubtedly well in tune with the ideas of contemporary Hebrew literature
and Zionist thought—as a form of outright idolatry.

In his reply, Schatz implicitly acknowledged that the culture that Bezalel
was helping to produce in Palestine represented a transformation not only
of the Jews but of the Holy Land itself. This transformation was not desecra-
tion, however, he retorted, and accusations of this kind could be made only by
“one of the indolent Jerusalemites who see Bezalel as a threat to their haluka
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livelihood” and who therefore constituted the true blemish on the city’s holy
character. Bezalel’s efforts to create avenues for the productivization of Jer-
usalem’s Jewish community, as Schatz indicated—a task that was inseparable
from its reclamation of a lost national aesthetic sensibility expressed in its new
material culture—was the reclamation of Jewish holiness (and of the holiness
of Jerusalem). Those who opposed these efforts, he wrote, were “of the clan of
Korach”—a reference to biblical rebels who, motivated by greed and corrup-
tion, attempted to challenge the leadership of Moses in the desert (and were
punished accordingly). Bezalel (and Schatz), in contrast, were cast once again
in this context in the role of Moses, the messengers of a new Torah that would
indeed issue forth from Zion—not, however, from that of the traditional,
corrupt, and exilic old Yishuv but rather from the productive and culture-
generating Bezalel. The secularized sacrality constituted by the new Jewish art
and the new Hebrews' celebrations would replace the old, exilic traditions and
were now beginning to claim increasing exclusivity as the nation’s true “Torah.”

While working in a certain sense for a secularization of the land and
struggling to wrest the hegemony in the Jewish community from the religious
leadership, Zionist cultural work (as Schatz understood it) also had a core of
deep religiosity. Zionism’s economic, settlement, and cultural activity as
brought together in Bezalel constituted a reclamation of both the land and its
holiness.5® Sacrality itself was being contested, as differing visions of Jewish
culture and Palestine’s place in it increasingly competed for centrality and
legitimacy in a changing Jewish world. To opponents of Zionism, such as the
visitors from whom Deinard had heard the disturbing news of some of the
cultural activity in Palestine, that activity—Bezalel’s conflation of Yerush-
alayim shel Ma’ala with the concrete Yerushalayim shel Mata—constituted a
demotion that threatened to sap Palestine and the Jewish connection to it of
their holiness and sacrality. For Zionists like Schatz, this reunification of the
heavenly and the earthly through the re-creation of Jewish material and spir-
itual cultures represented a new kind of sacrality and a means, perhaps, to
retrieve a sacrality of old, which had degenerated and decayed in the city’s
debased physical, economic, and social conditions.

This struggle over meanings and the power and authority to create them
was unfolding not only within the Palestinian arena. As the Zionist sector of
the Yishuv was beginning to evince its potential for the hegemony it would
obtain there some time after the First World War, that dispute was developing
between competing centers of Jewish life and their respective power to serve as
central axes and defining factors for Jewish culture. As Deinard’s letter sug-
gests, this new rivalry would pit the Yishuv’s principal Zionist activists not only
against more traditionalist Jews but also at times even against some of their
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most stalwart supporters abroad. It was a contest over the very definitions of
center and periphery in the emerging life of the nation, and even some of those
who had taken part in the early visions of Palestine as a new spiritual center,
where Jewish culture could be comfortably recast in nontraditional terms,
began to grow uneasy in the face of its actual emergence and at the sight of the
form it was beginning to take on. If the Zionei Zion had set out after their 1905
Congress victory to transfer the movement’s center of gravity to Palestine, the
relationship that arose as that shift began to materialize was proving to be a
complex and often ambivalent one.

If Bezalel was the symbolic manifestation of that evolving relationship, its
organizational basis would soon be given a new footing with the establishment
of the Zionist Organization’s Palestine office in Jaffa in 1908. In the spring of
that year, a young Arthur Ruppin arrived on the shores of Jaffa as the newly
appointed head of this first Zionist office in Palestine. As Margalit Shilo has
pointed out, the ideas that lay behind Ruppin’s mission reflected the lingering
duality in the ZO’s view of Palestine, in which recognition of the Yishuv’s
increased prominence was mingled with continued skepticism of its ability to
act on its own behalf. Not only was Palestine viewed as a backward and
primitive land, after all, “but its residents were considered to be primitive as
well,” and for this reason the ZO’s new office in the Levantine city of Jaffa was
to be headed not by a local resident but by a new arrival who had not only come
from Europe, as had many of the Yishuv’s residents, but from the urban,
central European cultural hub of Berlin, as had virtually none of them.%

If dispatching the young, urbane, and highly educated Ruppin (he was a
lawyer and a sociologist) was an expression of the ZO’s wary attitude toward
the Yishuv, moreover, his very visible differences in mannerism and cultural
orientation helped at first to make him—and the office he headed—somewhat
suspect in the eyes of many more veteran settlers. There may have been some
thinly veiled sense of personal and organizational rivalry in the chilly welcome
afforded Ruppin by Menahem Sheinkin, who saw the newcomer and his office
as a competitor to the Hovevei Zion Information Bureau in Jaffa, which
Sheinkin headed. But his repeated complaints about the newcomer’s cultural
habits and general disposition are indicative of more substantive differences as
well. The New Year's Eve party Ruppin held as 1908 came to a close, for
example, seemed to Sheinkin to evince an “odor of European imitation.” The
fact that the party had not been complemented by an official Hanukkah cele-
bration seemed to further support this sense of Ruppin’s foreignness, and
Sheinkin was not to be mollified by the “explanation that...this was the
custom in Europe.”%’
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At its establishment, then, the Palestine office exposed the strong sense of
estrangement that tempered the growing mutuality between the Yishuv and
the centers of the Zionist establishment. However, the suspicion of Ruppin and
his office would quickly fizzle and then dissipate almost entirely by the out-
break of the First World War, as the Palestine Office emerged as a vital link
between the ZO and the Yishuv, through which the residents of Palestine took
an increasingly frequent lead in setting the agenda for Zionist activity. Rup-
pin’s personality and ability to unquestionably become both a resident of the
Yishuv (in spite of his continuing difficulties with the Hebrew language) and a
representative of the Zionist Organization was an important factor in this
process. Its implications for the changing nature of a complex relationship
between a nascent nation’s appendages ran far deeper, however, than the
meeting of personalities. The initially cautious cooperation between the ZO
and the Yishuv through the Palestine Office soon became a close alliance and
eventually a virtual identity of interests.

Some years later, in 1911, Jacob Thon, Ruppin’s secretary in the Palestine
Office, would write that, although its structure might still be delicate, “as a
national organism, Palestinian Jewry has gained strength during the last few
years."®® Indeed, by that time, a “national organism” did seem to be in the
works in the Yishuv, the joint project of a number of distinct forces—veteran
activists such as Ben-Yehuda, Yudilovitz, and much of the membership of the
Hebrew Teachers’ Association; the recently arrived workers, who saw them-
selves as the new vanguard of the national project in Palestine; others, such as
Boris Schatz, who arrived along with them but were socially and culturally
closer to the views and approaches of the more veteran Yishuv; and the direct
backing of the Zionist Organization, now active in a range of settlement and
cultural activities funneled principally through Ruppin and the Palestine Of-
fice. By 1908, the human and institutional infrastructure of that national entity
seemed clearly to be emerging, and along with it a palpable transformation in
the nature of Palestine-Diaspora relations. But just as this infrastructure was
being put in place, appearing to change the face of Jewish life in Palestine and
its impact on Jewish life abroad, revolutionary events in the Ottoman Empire
would bring about important changes in the conditions in which Zionist work
in Palestine was taking place and alter the tenor of Zionist cultural activity.
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“Halbasien” in Asia

East Meets West in Zionist Culture

Just as Arthur Ruppin was beginning his work as the Zionist Orga-
nization's man in Palestine, the political situation in the country and
in the empire of which it was a part underwent a sudden and unex-
pected upheaval. In July of 1908 a coalition of groups composed
primarily of students and military officers successfully forced the
hand of Sultan Abdulhamid II, leading him to reinstate the consti-
tution he had revoked more than three decades earlier, in 1876. The
Young Turk revolution rocked the empire and sent shock waves
through the Zionist Movement as well.! Although the revolution
was relatively bloodless, the Ottoman Empire henceforth entered a
period of political unrest and instability that would continue until its
ultimate dissolution in the wake of the First World War.

The modemnizing impulse that lay at the basis of the revolution
led to an internal tension within the new regime. On the one
hand, the emphasis placed by the Committee of Union and Progress
(CUP) on constitutionalism, liberalization, and various freedoms
that stemmed from them (such as an increased freedom of the
press) led many of the empire’s ethnic groups to view the revolu-
tion as an opportunity for unprecedented expression of particularist
nationalisms—a veritable Ottoman springtime of nations. On the
other hand, that same modernization, as many of the new regime’s
leaders envisioned it, entailed an unprecedented presence of a
newly cast Turkish nationalism in the reconstitution of the empire,
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which caused them to look with much displeasure on what they deemed po-
tentially separatist national movements.?

Between the revolution and the outbreak of the First World War, the
Ottomans would loose substantial portions of their empire’s territory to the
combined effects of breakaway nationalism and the intervention of foreign
powers. This began as early as October 5, 1908, when Bulgaria declared its
complete independence and Austria-Hungary annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina
the following day, and continued through the Balkan wars, the First World
War, and the empire’s ultimate collapse.® A central aim of the new regime was
the transformation of the empire into a modern sovereign state that, as one
historian of the revolution has written, was “unlikely to tolerate the privileged
position enjoyed by foreigners in Turkey,” the much-resented centerpiece of
which was the system of capitulations—a set of agreements with foreign gov-
ernments that allowed foreign residents in the empire to be subject to the
laws of their own countries and to the authority of their respective consulates.
Hence, the CUP’s policy of reform led almost inevitably to a head-on clash with
the European powers, which had in any case been poised over the preceding
century to consume the spoils of the ailing empire.

The altered circumstances in the postrevolutionary empire seemed, es-
pecially at the outset, to provide new opportunities for Zionist diplomacy and
its work in Palestine, even as it posed new challenges on both of these fronts
as well.’ It also entailed a number of choices that Zionists (both in Palestine
and abroad) would have to make, involving both pragmatic considerations and
substantive-ideological decisions. These in turn often sharpened tensions that
in many cases had been inherent in the Zionist project in Palestine from its
outset but would now emerge as salient factors in shaping Zionist cultural
work, just as that work was gaining unprecedented momentum.

One such simmering tension, which lay at the very root of Zionist cultural
work and visions of the future national entity it was striving to produce—
visions, one might add, from which Zionist diplomacy and politics were
inseparable—was rooted in Zionism'’s internal conflicts regarding Occident
and Orient, their respective cultures, and the position of the Jews along that
continuum. On the one hand was Zionism’s familiar assertion of its unique
capacity to bring European civilization to a backward Levant and to serve as a
bulwark against the “Orient.” Coexisting with this, however, was a pervasive, if
less familiar, sense that in establishing themselves in the “Orient,” the Jews—
alien in any case in a Europe that was ejecting them—would be returning to
their true “racial” and cultural wellspring. Although Zionism was born in
Europe and rooted in its intellectual and cultural climate, its gaze was, in a
range of elaborate ways, drawn intrinsically to the East.
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The growing fascination with Palestine among European Jews in the
nineteenth century, which had been one of the constitutive ingredients in the
making of Zionism, had been adopted in large measure from a broader interest
in the Orient and things Oriental, which characterized much of Europe’s ar-
tistic, cultural, and political discourse. As a now vast literature on Orientalism
has demonstrated, nineteenth-century Europe was home to a veritable fasci-
nation with “the east,” in which the Holy Land held a place of special dis-
tinction.® The Jews, moreover, as recent scholarship is becoming increasingly
aware, played a pivotal role in the manner in which Europeans imagined the
Orient. In turn, the Jews’ own image in the European mind (as in their own)
and their place in European societies were themselves deeply affected by this
imagery of the Orient.” Within the Zionist context, the unique and pivotal role
that Palestine was to play in the Jewish national renaissance, coupled with the
powerful traditional valence of the very term “East” (mizrach) in traditional
Jewish terminology, served to cast multiple (and often conflicting) visions of
“the East” in a distinctive hue.

It was hardly an insignificant coincidence, moreover, that those engaged
in the Zionist project of constructing a new national culture rooted in the
“Oriental” soil of Palestine were by and large immigrants from eastern Europe.
The very concepts of “eastern Europe” and the “Orient” were of contempora-
neous origin, articulated in direct relation to one another around the late
eighteenth century as the twin counterpoints to the idea of a Western, or
European, civilization. One eighteenth-century American traveler traversing
the European continent from Siberia westward wrote of his sense of relief
upon returning to Europe after crossing “the great barrier” of “Asiatic and
European manners” that ran roughly between Poland and Prussia.®

The conceptualization of a Europe divided along an east-west line reso-
nated with a wide range of cultural, philosophical, and even ethnic and racial
overtones, intimately related to the division of the world beyond Europe into an
Occident and an Orient. Indicative of the conceptual affinity between these two
geographical constructs, the lands beyond the eastern borders of Prussia might
be referred to by French travelers and scholars alternately as “I'Europe or-
ientale” or “I'orient de I'Europe” [literally, the Orient of Europe).? The peoples
of those lands, moreover, and their mores and culture seemed to many a
western European observer to evince an Oriental, or quasi-Asiatic, essence.'®

Even more than other local populations, the Jews were deeply implicated
in the twin conceptualizations of the Orient and of Europe’s own “Orient” at
home. By the late nineteenth century, the notion of eastern Europe as halbasien
(half-Asia, or semi-Asiatic) had acquired particular resonance in the context of
the ever-present “Jewish question.” For many non-Jews, and in anti-Semitic
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discourse in particular, the Jews were foreigners precisely because of their
Eastern origins and Oriental nature. When the increased immigration of the
late nineteenth century brought large numbers of Jews from the East into
central and western Europe, the emancipated and integrated Jews of Germany
in particular sought to distinguish themselves from their backward “Asiatic”
brothers and sisters. The Ostjuden (eastern European Jews), it was now as-
sumed in a great deal of Jewish discourse as well, represented the “Asian”
element in Judaism, which acculturated Jews had happily left behind.!!

In German Zionist youth circles, the imagery would be reversed, emerging
instead as a countermyth that glorified the Ostjude as a more authentic, un-
divided Jew, “a foil for the presentation of the Western Jew as shallow, imi-
tative, and assimilating.” This critique, moreover, was often extended beyond
the Jewish context into a broader denunciation of European civilization and its
purportedly mechanical and spiritless nature.'? The allure of the “Europe” to
which so many Jews had aspired since the age of enlightenment—where hu-
manism, emancipation, and equality reigned—had surely not dissipated in the
age of Zionism, but it seemed to clash with another “Europe” where many of
Zionism’s founders and activists had been made to feel distinctly unwelcome,
futureless, and at times physically threatened.

At the very foundation of the Zionist cultural project, then, lay assump-
tions that placed the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine at a critical juncture in this
divide between multiple conceptualizations of East and West. As most Zionists
understood it, the goal of replacing an ostensibly degenerated Jewish culture in
exile with a new, healthy, national Jewish life was based on a geographical
precondition—the removal of at least a significant number of Europe’s Jews to
the Middle East. Inevitably, then, divergent perceptions of the East and “Or-
iental” culture, interwoven with differing views of Europe and European civi-
lization would have a formative impact on the ways in which the future
national culture was envisioned. Yet in spite of the complexity of this multi-
faceted imagery of Orient and Occident in Zionism and the Yishuv—and the
diverse views this composite entailed for relations between the nascent Jewish
nation and the peoples of the Middle East—the multihued (if at times un-
comfortable) tapestry these all came together to create has often been painted
in various monochromes more reflective of current ideological struggles than
of a thorough examination of Zionist thought and praxis.

In her study of Zionist Utopias and their projected visions of a future
Jewish society, Rachel Elboim-Dror argues for a distinctively Eurocentric dis-
position among Zionist writers, which “surfaces in every corner and from every
topic” and was indicative of these writers’ general tendency to identify them-
selves with a supposedly superior European civilization.!* Approaching the
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question from a different perspective, Edward Said has argued that Zionism
and European anti-Semitism shared an “Orientalist perspective” that in the
case of the former was applied to the Arabs and the peoples of the Orient, who
were seen as “by nature lacking the desirable qualities of the Occidentals.”**
And Amnon Raz-Krokotzkin, whose often-nuanced reading recognizes the
“variety of attitudes toward the Orient” that emerged within Zionism, never-
theless argues that “Zionist thought...did not challenge the dichotomy be-
tween Europe and the Orient” but was rather unequivocally “based on the
desire to assimilate into the West.”'®

In fact, however, the range of views on “East” and “West” that Zionism
accommodated was considerably wider, and the relations and tensions be-
tween them more complex, equivocal, and at times ambivalent. A Europe-
centered approach could indeed be found in many Zionist texts and the cul-
tural activity they informed. But this perspective was often accompanied—at
times within the confines of a single piece of writing or a specific cultural
undertaking—by notions of a decline of the West and a concomitant antici-
pation of a rebirth of the East, in which the Jewish return there would play an
integral role. While one recent study sheds a more nuanced light on the im-
agery of East and West in Hebrew literature,'® the application of this imagery
to the act of cultural production has yet to be examined. This multivocality (and
the differing understandings of what East and West in fact were) often per-
meated even the most “European” visions of the future national culture and
the ways in which that culture was produced.

One attempt to sketch the contours of a new Jewish society in Palestine was
Theodor Herzl’s 1902 utopian novel, Altneuland. Although Herzl had little
direct contact with Zionism’s cultural work in Palestine—and was in fact
largely opposed to much of it—both his standing as the virtually uncontested
leader of the movement he had founded and the common view of Altneuland as
a particularly Eurocentric text make it worthy of examination. Indeed, even in
this archetypically Eurocentric Zionist vision, elements of “East” are stirred
into the mix in a number of important and telling points.

The novel opens with the despair of Friedrich Léwenberg, a young, edu-
cated Viennese Jew who detests the empty life of the Viennese Jewish bour-
geoisie. Contemplating suicide, Léwenberg gives the last of his money to a poor
family of eastern European Jewish immigrants and then notices a newspaper
advertisement for “a cultured and despairing young man willing to try last
experiment with his life.”'” After responding to the ad, Lowenberg finds him-
self embarking on a trip around the world with a middle-aged eccentric by the
name of Kingscourt. One of their first stops is Palestine, characterized by
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“narrow alleys” that “smelt to heaven” and were “full of motley Oriental
misery.”'® Echoing Herzl’s own impressions of the country (and of Jerusalem
in particular) during his sole visit there in 1898 (see chapter 6), Lowenberg
concludes that “If this is our homeland, then it has been brought just as low as
we are.”'? Only the non-Jewish Kingscourt is convinced that, despite the land’s
poor condition at present, “you can do something with it.. .. It might have an
undreamed-of future,”*

And indeed, when Kingscourt and Lowenberg return to Palestine twenty-
one years later, they are greeted by a radically different reality. A new Jewish
society has since emerged in the land, and one of its leading figures is David
Litvak, the child of the family to whom Lwenberg had given his money before
embarking on his journey with Kingscourt. Litvak’s hospitality and the intro-
duction he provides the two into the new society serve as the novel’s main axis.

Eastern European Jews, transformed by their regeneration in the Orient;
the westernized Léwenberg; the more Western Kingscourt; and the Arabs of
the East, who constitute a litmus test for the new society of which they too are a
part (represented in the novel by the figure of Reshid Bay), together highlight
what is in the end, in spite of the utopian gloss Herzl gives it, a tense coex-
istence of disparate Easts and Wests in the novel. When the two travelers first
encounter their principal hosts in the New Society—David Litvak, the former
eastern European (now “new” Palestinian Jew), and the Arab, Reshid Bay—
they are greeted, Herzl writes, “in the Oriental way.... David spoke a few
words in Arabic, and Reshid answered in German with a slight North-German
accent.”?! Traveling through the country to see how the Zionist enterprise has
transformed it, the two witness further manifestations of an East-West duality:
“Horsemen and camel-riders” appeared from time to time alongside the rail-
road tracks, Herzl writes, “some in European dress, some in picturesque
Beduin garb. Now and again there were whole camel caravans, romantic relics
of a primitive period.”??

This is not to suggest that the novel does not evince a fundamentally
European-centered vision. In fact, it is precisely in so European centered a
writer as Herzl that the scattered presence of an East-West fusion highlights
even more powerfully the fundamental Zionist ambivalence with respect to
this divide. The fact, moreover, that Herzl’s Orient is undoubtedly that of a
romantic (if at times deprecating) European imagination does not detract from
the significance of that Orient in his vision of the Jewish future. This is
complemented by a far more complex and problematized image of Europe and .
European civilization than has been attributed to Herzl’s novel in the past.

Europe, as Herzl portrays it, offered the Jews living there a climate that
was far from hospitable, as Lowenberg’s very first encounter with the poor
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Ostjude peddler (David Litvak’s father) reveals. Everyplace he goes, the elder
Litvak relates in despair, “Dey trow me out.... If you are a Tshu, better go
drown yourself."?* Indeed, so dire is the situation of the Jews in Europe that
when Léwenberg and Kingscourt arrive in Palestine for the second time and
learn that the seemingly phantasmagoric Zionist idea of transferring the Jews
from Europe to the Holy Land has in fact taken place, it is Kingscourt—the
non-Jew—who is aghast: “Devil take me!” He exclaims, “So you've been driven
out of Europe?” To be sure, the now-adult David Litvak explains that the Zi-
onist plan was not carried out through “medieval” measures taken by non-
Jewish Europe. “The operation,” he clarifies, “was more or less bloodless.”** And
yet, both Kingscourt’s immediate inclination to suppose that the Jews were
violently expelled from Europe and indeed even Litvak’s reply that the surgery
was “more or less” bloodless are indicative of the manner in which Herzl
perceived the strained relationship between “Europe” and the Jews at the turn
of the twentieth century. This, of course, is hardly surprising given Herzl’s
acute awareness of European anti-Semitism—the very basis for his conversion
to Zionism.

But not only the Jewish question casts a shadow over Herzl’s Europe.
Throughout the novel Europe is referred to a number of times as “aged,” in
contrast to the “new society” that the ostracized Jews have established in the
East and, incidentally, to the “new world” of the United States, as Kingscourt
describes his experience living in that country. “Only in America,” he says,
“did I realize what lazy bums we Europeans are.”>* Indeed, anti-Semitism and
Europe’s general fatigue and decline are intertwined. The rampant anti-
Semitism of late nineteenth-century Europe, Herzl seems to indicate, is per-
haps the most distinct symptom (or is it a cause?) of Europe’s “degeneration.”
To be sure, as Litvak recounts the historical processes leading to the creation
of Palestine’s “New Society,” the Jews who created it had benefited greatly
from “the accumulated experience of all the advanced nations of the world”
and from the fact that “the professionals, the graduates of the universities, of
the technical and agricultural high-schools, who came here from civilized
countries, were well-equipped with scientific knowledge.” Europe’s superior
civilization, in other words, was essential to the construction of the new Jewish
society (as Herzl indicates in Der Judenstadt as well). Nonetheless, the manner
in which this superior technical and scientific culture was channeled into the
making of a new society in the Levant was hardly unproblematic. It had, after
all, been imported there by

the pathetic youth, the intellectuals who in anti-Semitic countries
could find no employment and who had there sunk lower and lower,
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til they became a proletariat without hope, ready fuel for every rev-
olutionary flame—it was this cultured and despairing Jewish youth
which had brought the greatest blessing to Palestine, by its tech-
nological application of the latest scientific discoveries.?®

Europe’s contribution to Herzl’s New Society, in other words, is to be found
not only in the blessings that its civilization bestows but also in the curses that
result from its degeneration and disease, of which anti-Semitism is a con-
spicuous element.

In Palestine, too, one can point to manifold ambivalent attitudes toward both
Europe and “the Orient” from an early stage in the emergence of the New
Yishuv. For many of those actually engaged in cultural work in Palestine, the
Easternness of the soil on which they were toiling to create the new national
culture was by no means incidental to that culture itself. Similarly, an am-
bivalence toward Europe was an integral part of the thinking and, in many
cases, of the personal experience of people who had chosen to leave Europe,
often after feeling the brunt of anti-Semitic activity there. This ambivalence,
then, lay at the root of Zionism but took on a new and at times more urgent
form after the events of 1908, with the apparent renaissance that the Young
Turk revolution ushered in, the visible emergence of Arab nationalism, and the
growing presence of a more official Zionism in Palestine in the form of the
Palestine office, Bezalel, and the Hebrew Gymnasium.

As in the fictional Palestine of Herzl's novel, one trope that helped to
shape conceptions of national culture in the actual Palestine was that of a
Europe that had grown old and tired under the weight of its degenerating
civilization. The aged continent, as Itamar Ben-Avi cautioned in one piece
shortly after the Young Turk revolution, would soon be overtaken by the rising
young powers: “The wise and the bold among the Europeans,” he wrote, al-
ready “lament Europe’s decline. It is all over, they eulogize—the old woman
has reached her end. Her limbs are already gangrenous."?’

For Ben-Avi, moreover, the imagery of youth and old age—whose multi-
valent resonance echoed, among others, with the deep-seated Zionist trope of
the aged Diaspora Jew, replaced by the youthful and vigorous new Hebrew of
Palestine—is amplified by the linguistic advantage he takes of Hebrew's
gendering of common nouns. Continents (Europe in this case) are invariably
feminine, and Ben-Avi goes beyond the call of linguistic duty in stressing
Europe’s apparently linked decrepitude and effeminacy. The youthful mas-
culinity that characterizes the new Hebrew of Palestine, for whom Ben-Avi is a
self-proclaimed spokesperson (see chapter 5), is inherently rooted in his dis-
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association from Europe and his identification with what appears to be an
emerging and resurgent East.

Such imagery also served to invert categories of youth and old age as they
often appeared in European representations of the Orient. As a staple of British
policy in the “Orient” during the nineteenth century, it was common practice
to retire colonial administrators by the age of fifty-five. In this way, as Edward
Said has argued, “no Oriental was ever allowed to see a Westerner as he aged
and degenerated, just as no Westerner needed ever to see himself, mirrored in
the eyes of the subject race, as anything but a vigorous, rational, ever-alert
young Raj.”*® Ben-Avi’s scorn for the ailing and feminized Europe was also, of
course, a direct inversion of central tropes that shaped so much of European
discourse regarding Jews at the time, which envisioned “the Jew” as aged,
weak, effeminate, and ailing (an image deeply internalized in Zionist thought).
In this inverted imagery it is now the Orient that pulsates with youthfulness
and hence with the promise of renewed youth for the aging Jew immigrating
from a Europe already festering with decay.

If these visions of a resurgent East had a place in Zionist rhetoric and
imagery before 1908, the revolution seemed to greatly reinforce them. The
Zionist executive responded to the revolution with a statement welcoming “the
new events and the changing conditions in Turkey.” These events, it declared
in what was surely a complex composite of tactical, diplomatic maneuver and
the expression of a cultural ideal, “do not weaken our hopes. On the contrary,
they serve to strengthen them. The Hebrew people sends its deepest blessing
to the family of Ottoman nations, which is close to it in spirit.”*®

For many Zionists in Palestine, the revolution that shook the empire that
summer seemed not only evidence of an incipient dawn of the East but also
pointed toward its superiority over the ostensibly decayed Europe they had left
behind. In the eyes of one commentator, the relatively bloodless revolution
not only inspired admiration but also undermined disparaging European
views of the Ottomans and the Orient. While critical of certain aspects of the
revolution—in particular what he referred to as the scapegoating of the
Armenian people, who “play the role here of the Jewish people in Russia”—
Ha-Po’el ha-Tza'ir's correspondent attributed them for the most part to reac-
tionary forces and the attempted counterrevolution of April 1909. As a general
rule, he argued, the revolution had been carried out in a manner that could
only inspire admiration. “The East,” he wrote, “that symbol of permanent im-
mobility, has once again shown Europe what fresh powers are in fact hidden
within it and what potential it bears. It has once again provided an example of a
revolution carried off in a manner which the aged Europe has never known.”*°
It was particularly noteworthy, as another writer stressed, that the revolution
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had been carried out without any attacks on the empire’s Jews. “We who were
born in the countries of the North,” he wrote, “are completely unaccustomed
to this.”*!

In some of the more radical attempts to reconceptualize the place of
“West” and “East” in demarcating the contours of the new nation, the rupture
seemed to mandate an out-and-out reversal of the very meaning of culture and
civilization. One columnist for the social-democratic Ha-Ahdut, for example,
cautioned against a facile European hubris in the face of the gap between the
“pleasant homes, trees, greenery” and sophisticated agricultural machinery in
the Jewish colonies on the one hand and the typical Arab village on the other,
which appeared to be composed of “piles of ruins and garbage” and whose
peasants used “old and outdated tools.” A closer look, he wrote, would reveal
that next to the fancy machinery, it was the Arab residents of the clay huts who
were doing the work—an indication of their “love for the country, for the land
and for labor,” the true wellsprings of a people’s life and culture. The contrast
therefore, he wrote, ought not to be between “our culture and their primi-
tiveness; our national consciousness and their ignorance and backwardness,
but rather [between] our empty arrogance, our exaggerated self-awareness—
and their healthy life, the life of a simple people.”?

Here, in other words, was an Orient that offered a sweeping alternative to
the stale and calcified culture of bourgeois Europe and, perhaps more im-
portant in the Zionist context, to the petrified culture of the exilic Jewish
lufimensch, so alienated from nature, from the soil, from life itself. The
transvaluation of values in Jewish life that the Zionist endeavor in Palestine
entailed meant (or at least could mean) not only the creation of a new Jewish
culture but a refiguring of the concept of culture as well. Much as young
Zionists in Germany sought a lost Jewish authenticity in eastern Europe, some
of those Ostjuden, now transplanted to Palestine, cast their eastward glance
farther still in search of a new authenticity. Still reverberating in the back-
ground, the traditional imagery of the eastern European Jew as somehow
Oriental afforded this critique a double barb: While aimed primarily at Jewish
culture, the sweeping reevaluation of the Orient also seemed to erect a useful
framework within which to recast the image of the Jew in general and to stake
out a counterclaim to European assertions of cultural superiority, whether vis-
a-vis Orient or Jew.

Clearly, the much-repeated call for an allegiance to the “East” that grew out
of this understanding of the Orient (and of the revolutionary events that had
just taken place there) ran deeper than mere political considerations and tac-
tics. In the wake of the revolution, a letter to the editor in Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir
declared that the time had now come “to openly declare to all that we are a
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branch of the Semitic peoples who must all unite and carry out a defensive
struggle against all those who would seek to sow among us the seeds of Eu-
ropean virtue.”** Such scorn for European pretenses of bearing a unique virtue
was echoed by many others. Author Yosef Haim Brenner mocked those who,
in the wake of Italy’s 1911 invasion of Tripoli, complained that European virtue
had gone missing. “There is no virtue in Europe,” Brenner declared. “Europe,
whose entire existence is based on stealing from the poor and on the groans of
the destitute—now people come and demand that she be virtuous!**

Where European powers encroached directly on the Ottoman Empire, a
similar sentiment often prevailed. Although by the outbreak of the First Balkan
War in October of 1912 the new Ottoman regime had proven less favorable to
Zionism than many Zionists had initially hoped, European roles in the conflict
and the European powers’ increasingly obvious scramble for pieces of the
weakening empire were often severely condemned as evidence of this so-called
virtue. “Europe’s disguise,” as journalist Abraham Ludvipol charged shortly
after the eruption of hostilities, “has been removed and she has now been
exposed in all her hypocrisy, baseness and deceit.” Indeed, so deeply rooted
were these traits in European civilization, Ludvipol cautioned (presciently, as it
turned out), that even after the Balkans quiet down, “who knows what will then
occur among the countries which make up Europe.”**

This view of Europe was given a supposedly scientific backing in the
language of evolutionary biology by Mordechai Baruchov (Berachiyahu), for
whom this theoretical framework implied critical operative conclusions for the
making of Zionist policy. Baruchov, a physician and veteran Zionist activist,
immigrated to Palestine in 1912, where he published articles and booklets on
medical issues and public health. Like the individual human organism, he
argued in one of these, human societies are often marked by evolutionary
remains—the equivalent of the human appendix—which are not only no
longer valuable but may also at times become harmful. European civilization,
he maintained, was now particularly weighed down with such injurious ves-
tiges. It is replete, he wrote, “with remnants and remains which destroy all that
is good, which not only cause harm by their very existence, but also serve to
diminish vitality by means of the influence they have even upon other, healthy
and fresh elements.” Disturbingly, Baruchov believed he identified the seeds of
such corruption in a number of cultural practices that had already begun to
establish themselves in the life of the Yishuv. These included the periodic
“masquerade balls, the ironed and pressed attire. ..the European education
which tears our children to bits, and. .. the [European-sponsored] schools with
their irrelevant studies which stupefy the mind and lack in studies that
would aid in the creation of a healthy and whole generation which should be
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well-adapted to life, to our life, to the life which we desire and for which we
strive.” Given these dangers, Zionist efforts to construct a new civilization in
Palestine would have to take full cognizance of these potentially damaging
elements in designing its immigration policy and in shaping the Yishuv's new
national culture. Degenerate elements borrowed from Europe’s “foreign peo-
ples” must be prevented at all costs from infiltrating the new society and eating
away at it from within. “We must stand on guard,” Baruchov unsettlingly
admonished, “and be careful not to plant the seeds of European decay in the
land of our rebirth.”3¢

This sense of standing guard against the importation of Europe and its
decay converged comfortably with the sense that Europe was in any case in
the throes of violently vomiting the Jews from within it—a sense that came
through not only in the fictional account of Herzl’s Altneuland but also in the
personal experience of many Yishuv residents, whose immigration to Pales-
tine had been precipitated by pogroms. A contrasting and long-standing Jewish
appreciation of Turkey as a historically hospitable refuge for Jews expelled
from other (European) countries helped to foster this view.>” The Jews would
indeed be leaving Europe, as many of the creators of the Yishuv's culture
indicated, and in the process they would be returning to their true home, the
font of their true cultural origins, which, not coincidentally, happened to be in
“the East.” Jewish culture, according to this view, had emerged in the Orient;
Jews had for centuries been facing eastward in their prayers, and in the process
of healing the Jews and re-creating their civilization, this was the place to which
they must return. “For thousands of years,” Yosef Aharonwitz wrote in a piece
critical of the Western orientation of the Zionist congresses, “an entire nation
has been standing and praying while facing East. And suddenly, some people
appear and create for that people an altar facing West.” Given this dis-orien-
tation, he concluded, it was hardly surprising that “the altar has been left
behind the People rather than in front of it.”*®

Author Meir Wilkansky provided another vision of a mystical Jewish re-
union with the soil and atmosphere of the Orient.>? The national renaissance
that he envisioned required that, in physically departing from the shores of
Europe, the Jews not only remove themselves from the foreign soils on which
they had resided but also begin to extricate Europe from within themselves and
merge once again with their Eastern essence. “Life in The Land,” as he ex-
plained in one of the many short stories he published after arriving in Palestine
in 1905, had already transformed those who had been there for some time and
who were now “vigorous and healthy” young Jews. Palestine “had erased the
semblance of Europeanness from their faces, their manners and their doth-
ing.” Jews in Palestine were healthy and authentic—in sharp contradistinction
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to those of the European Diaspora—precisely because they integrated the
Easternness of the land and the Eastern culture of the Arabs into the very core
of their newly Easternized selves. This transformative fusion, as Wilkansky
describes it, was a direct result of the mystical power of the land and the cosmic
bond to it that was shared by Jew and Arab alike, whose own pulses were bound
up with that of the land, all merging to the point of becoming indistinguish-
able. As “songs of the Qur’an are sung,” he writes, “the Hebrew trills attract the
hearts of Israel, gather in the courtyards and ascend to the roofs. . .. The choir
lowers its head and body . .. and responds, breathing ‘Allah,’ or ‘Eloheinu.’ *°

If the chief function of European Orientalism has been explained by Ed-
ward Said and others as providing a vital conceptual backdrop for Western
dominance, the cultural and intellectual paradigms of Wilkansky and others
like him point to a more complex picture. Even outside of the Zionist and
Jewish contexts, interest in the Orient was in fact often far more diverse and
nuanced. For many consumers of Orientalist art and imagery, as John
MacKenzie has shown, “these images did not so much celebrate a doomed
world, dominated to be destroyed, but a world they yearned to regain...an
atavistic reaction to modern industrialism, with its urban squalor, moral and
physical unhealthiness, mass demoralisation, [and] social discontents.”*!

In the Zionist context in Palestine, this type of impetus was layered with
yet another dimension. To the Jews returning to their source, as some would
have it, the East offered not so much an image of an “other” who might echo a
lost world but in fact the possibility of complete self-transformation in which
that lost world would be re-created in the external reality of the land even as it
was regained within oneself. Hebrew-speaking children in Palestine, in other
words, were “fundamentally different from... the children of exile” precisely
because they were, as Itamar Ben-Avi triumphantly described them, “little
Arabs, nice savages.”*?

Generating this new Palestinian Jew was among the chief pedagogical
goals set for the Herzlia Gymnasium in Tel-Aviv, which was already emerging
as the flagship of Zionist education in Palestine. Chaim Bugrashov, the school’s
headmaster and one of the leading architects of its curriculum, insisted that
school’s graduates must be deeply rooted in the civilization of the East. An
education based on the foundations of the Jewish national revival, he explained
in a 1912 programmatic speech, “demands that we develop our strength in
accordance with the conditions of the land and the environment in which
we live. ... Palestine and the East, our nation, its language and all of its spiri-
tual assets must serve as the foundation and center of the civilized culture
of the students of the gymnasium.”*? That this was the platform of the Her-
zlia Gymnasium—arguably the geographical, architectural, and conceptual
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centerpiece of early Tel Aviv—serves as an important reminder of the com-
plexity of East and West even in so clearly modernizing and European-oriented
a component of the Zionist undertaking in Palestine as Tel Aviv itself.**

To be sure, there were those who recoiled from this romantic image of the
Orient. Notwithstanding the often bitter experience of Europe that served as
the impetus for much of Zionist thought—and as the background to the
presence of many of the Zionist immigrants in Palestine—an image of (some
version of ) Europe as the seat of civilization and culture continued, naturally,
to reverberate in a great deal of Zionist writing and in its cultural project in
Palestine. To some, whatever prospects it offered for a Jewish national rebirth,
Palestine could still seem an unappealing province in a backward Orient, into
which Western civilization must be imported.

In a short story titled “Ha-Sepharadiya” [The Sephardic Girl], author,
artist, and future art critic Arye Yaffe (Leo Koenig) imagined the encounter
between Jews of two Orients (one, Europe’s own Orient; the other, the Middle
Eastern Orient) through the tale a young Sephardic girl who marries a Russian
Jewish immigrant to Palestine. In Yaffe’s vision of the fusion of these two
worlds there is an assumed superiority of the more Western of the two Easts.
Indeed, fusion becomes possible only through the adoption by the Sephardic
bride of her husband’s (eastern) European ways. Emerging from her ostensibly
uncultured background, the girl gradually learns to drink tea and tell time
according to European clocks and generally adopts European culture. She is
contrasted with her mother, who remains in her Oriental world, untouched by
the encounter with Europe’s so-called civilization and with no comprehension
of the transformations that her daughter has undergone. Hers continues to be
a life of Eastern decadence and lethargy as she smokes her mildly intoxicating
nargila and basks in her Levantine indolence.*®

A Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir correspondent describing conditions in various
neighborhoods of the newly developing city of Haifa distinguished even more
sharply between those inhabited by European Jews and those occupied by
Sephardim. The Jews of the Orient, he wrote, have arrived with “worthless”
cultural possessions. He had little doubt that only under the influence of their
Ashkenazi brothers and sisters might “they too begin to progress.”*® In con-
trast to the vision of a rising East that the Young Turk revolution could arouse,
moreover, it could also lead to the hope conveyed by a correspondent in Jer-
usalem that that city might now begin to modernize and “be transformed in
the near future from an Asiatic city to a European city in every sense of the
word.”*’
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More explicit and more vehement yet was publicist Ya'acov Rabinowitz,
who had immigrated to Palestine in 1910. The disingenuous self-deprecation
that he believed he detected in the popular romantic imagery of the Orient was,
he cautioned, a symptom of galut. He, too, he wrote, longed for the emergence
of a “new Jew” who was fundamentally different from the exilic Jew of the
eastern European ghetto. Yet he rejected the notion that this “new Jew” must
be in some essential sense “Oriental.” For Rabinowitz, this “new Jew” must be
in his very essence European. “If we are successful in raising a generation of
tall-standing Jews in Palestine,” Rabinowitz contended

this is for the best. If, on the other hand, all that we can create here is
galut, then a European galut is to be preferred to an Asiatic galut.
But the terms “tall-standing” and “free” do not mean that one must be
savage. The tall-standing and the free may, it is true, be Bedouins.
But what we need is European-style tall-standing individuals, and a
freedom that is cultured and civilized.*®

The Eastern type after all, Rabinowitz explained, echoing some of the more
disparaging images in the arsenal of European Orientalism, “has no principles
and no truth. . .. He is a conniver who will sell his brother for a small profit. He
has no solidarity and no social feeling.”*? And here, according to Rabinowitz,
lay the fatal weakness of the East, which was indeed bound in the end to be
conquered by (“true”) Western civilization—both within the Jewish-Zionist
context and more broadly. Economically and spiritually backward, the would-
be culture of the Levant, which has only “the false fagade of civilization with no
national culture,” strives, almost against itself, “to be healed. And in spite of all
of those who would preserve [it}—{it] will eventually be conquered by language
and culture.”>®

In the final analysis, the intellectual climate in the Yishuv might be
characterized as one in which a longing for a romanticized Oriental origin
intermingled at multiple junctions with the European sensibilities of people
who were, after all, mostly European and who, as eastern Europeans, were
accustomed to looking to the West as the seat of enlightenment and emanci-
pation. At least on occasion, this could mean an accompanying sense of
Western cultural superiority, even where that might be merged with dreams of
demographic, racial, and political fusion with the peoples of the Orient. In the
process of reuniting with their true Eastern origins and racial brothers, as this
synthesis would have it, the Jews would import the best of European civiliza-
tion, which they had adopted over the years of their extended exile and as a
result of which they were in a unique position to act as a bridge between East
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and West, to the mutual benefit of the Jews themselves and the peoples of the
Orient.

The Zionist encounter with the East, many of the Yishuv’s activists argued,
therefore differed fundamentally from the Orient’s encounter with Europe’s
colonial empires. Even as Zionist diplomacy could not but seek out allies and
support among the European Great Powers and hoped to take advantage of
their often-conflicting interests in the “Eastern question,” many Zionists ar-
gued that the Jews’ importation of Western civilization would not take the
shape of a foreign colonialism, which they continued to reject. “We...have
come not to conquer like other nations,” as one writer stressed, “but rather to
settle on the Land of our Fathers. .. not in order to fill our stomachs alone, but
rather to spin the broken thread of original Hebrew creation.”!

Indeed, in the Zionist context, as many would argue, the introduction of
West into East would take place as part of a new fusion designed to reestablish
the ostensible racial and spiritual bonds between Arab and Jew. Another
commentator stressed that, unlike the European powers, the Jews were seek-
ing to return to the East “without warships and armies to back us up. Instead,
we come with the pure ambition of creating an original culture.” Writing at a
time of escalating tensions between Arabs and Jews in Palestine, he added that
he continued to hope for a time when “the nations of the East, who are close to
us, will come to understand that we are coming to live among them; that in our
awakening, we are coming to awaken them as well.”>

Virtually all of the components of the national culture created in the Yishuv
during these years (and the debates surrounding them)—from the language to
be spoken by Palestine’s “new Jews,” to their music and arts, their holidays and
celebrations, and even the manner in which they would dress—incorporated
this intricate tension between Easts and Wests. In some instances there were
clearly defined roles. When the idea for the establishment of a scientific-
technological institution in the Yishuv began to dirculate in early 1908 (the
Technikum, or Technion, as it was later called), its alliance with the German-
Jewish philanthropic Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden seemed a matter of
course. Eliezer Ben-Yehuda excitedly anticipated a future in which “the Jews
will be able to supply engineers to the countries of the east.”** He would
become less enthusiastic about the Hilfsverein’s role some four years later,
when expectations in the Yishuv began to change and even an institution such
as the Technikum was expected to be a bearer of the Yishuv's particular blend
of Easts and Wests rather than a strictly European (and German-language)
institution (see chapter 10).
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emphasis on Oriental-style carpets and Yemenite-influenced silver objects. In
order to develop these fields, Shmuel Parsov, director of the silver department,
was sent to Damascus in 1908 to study local filigree work, and Aviezer Yaacov
Kantrowitz, director of the carpet division, was sent to Istanbul in 1911 to study
the processes and styles of carpet-making there. In order to further authenti-
cate these Bezalel activities, the workers employed in these departments were
invariably chosen from among Jews who had originated in those countries:
The carpet division employed women from Persia, Kurdistan, and Turkey,
while the silver department primarily employed Yemenite Jews, for whom
silverwork was a long-standing tradition.>

If many of the artistic objects created by the workers and artists of Bezalel
in its early years reveal this Eastern influence, this was very much the case with
the modern Hebrew calligraphy they created (partly in response to the requests
they had received for Hebrew monograms). This, too, was designed to appear
distinctly “Oriental,” often reminiscent of Arabic script—imbuing the Yishuv’s
Hebrew with an Oriental visual form that complemented the Oriental sound
that the choice of a Sephardic-influenced accent was supposed to impart to it.>’
Indeed, educator David Yellin saw this connection between the visual and aural
aspects of the language, as well as their conflation of the modern Yishuv with
the images of the biblical ancestors, as central to the project of the Hebrew
revival, in which he was, of course, a central figure. Writing for a 1911 publi-
cation aimed at explaining the Zionist cultural project in Palestine to those
abroad, Yellin explained that the Jews of Palestine “live with the picture of our
ancestors’ lives before us, as they sat under their vines and fig trees [and] we
speak as Abraham, Isaac and Jacob spoke.” Just as the renewed encounter with
the land’s physical landscape caused “the early history of our people [to] rise up
again before our imagination,” he added, “so the proverbs and idioms of our
ancestral language and the quotations from our poets and prophets, bring
these to life again before our mind’s eye.”>®

And if the Arabs were often mobilized in this collective imagination as
living illustrations of that ancestral life, this was manifested in concrete cul-
tural praxis through the many imports from Arabic into the spoken Hebrew of
the Yishuv. Literary depictions of the new Jewish life of workers in Palestine
often self-consciously employed Arabic words as part of the renewed Hebrew
language in an effort to impart to them a more authentic, colloquial (as op-
posed to literary) character.’® Others saw such influences negatively and cau-
tioned against the linguistic (and cultural) adulteration toward which they
seemed to point®® (see the discussion in chapter 8).

Even aside from such reservations, however, the Eastern motifs and ori-
entations had to coexist in many of the Yishuv’s cultural undertakings with
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what were clearly European influences. This was evident in the ultimate out-
come of the discussions surrounding the Hebrew accent (see chapter 4). With
all of the words of praise lavished on the Sephardic accent, the accent that
ultimately emerged as Israeli Hebrew was not in fact a distinctly Sephardic one
but rather a Sephardic-influenced one, which nevertheless maintained certain
characteristics of Ashkenazic Hebrew as well. It was (and remains), as Ben-
jamin Harshav has written, “the lowest common denominator between the two
main dialects, Sephardi and Ashkenazi”—an East and a West fused together in
the Yishuv’s speech.®! Similarly, the Eastern motifs that were prevalent in
Bezalel’s art were often placed in settings that evinced the influence of German
and Austrian art nouveau and other European artistic currents. The style Be-
zalel sought to cultivate lay, consciously at times and less so at others, in a
blending of East and West—an implicit statement that the new authentic
Jewish art in Palestine would be in its very essence a blend of Easts and Wests,
much as the returning Jews were ostensibly a composite nation originating in
the East but now deeply influenced by the Western civilization in which they
had resided for many centuries and had helped to shape.

Local musical traditions common among the Jews of the Old Yishuv
tended to be influenced by their disparate ethnic and geographic origins,®? and
this continued largely to be the case as the colonies and urban centers of the
New Yishuv began to emerge. In some colonies such as Rishon Le-Zion,
suffused through the sponsorship of Baron Rothschild with a significant dose
of French cultural influence, the founding generation took pains to purchase
pianos for the musical (and cultural) edification of the colony’s daughters in
particular—a custom that was also a carryover from the norm among mod-
ernizing (and often wealthier) Jews in eastern Europe.®® This attempt to impart
a European bourgeois tone to the colonies’ life, however, became a target for
the scorn and derision of settlers in some of the other colonies and later by the
Labor-Zionist youth, to whom the colonies’ pianos were a sign of bourgeois
decadence and European decay. Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir editor Yosef Aharonowitz
was particularly scornful of the young women of the colonies, “whose hearts go
out to the piano and new ‘fashions’ rather than seeking labor.”**

Another commentator fused ethnic segregation with class distinction in
his critique when he wrote of his “feelings of bitterness and shame” upon
witnessing the treatment of Yemenite workers in Rishon Le-Zion, particularly
when this was contrasted with the blithe discussions of “business and budgets”
that took place in the colony’s “pleasant streets,” whose “air is filled with the
playing of pianos.”®® In the northern colony of Rosh-Pinah, on the other hand,
which had a Jewish population that was more of a mix of Ashkenazim and
Sephardim than was common in most other places and maintained more
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intensive contact with local Arab villages, the dominant musical trend, ac-
cording to the Yishuv's leading music historian, was a blend of distinctly
European-styled music and the Arab songs of the Galilee.%

Musical differences of this kind became focal points for struggles over
cultural identity, at times even within a small and self-selecting group. When
the Jerusalem print-workers union came together to celebrate its first anni-
versary in 1908, choosing the songs to be sung at the festivities proved im-
possible. The Ashkenazi workers demanded songs in Yiddish, while their
Sephardic coworkers called for Arabic. The Ha-Po'el Ha-Tza'ir reporter who
was in attendance (and for whom the hallmark of “culture” would undoubtedly
have been Hebrew singing) concluded despondently that “the union has
clearly done very little to elevate its members’ cultural level.”® If Eastern and
Western motifs were found side by side in the Yishuv's music (if at times
uneasily), when conscious efforts were made to mobilize the music of Pales-
tine’s Jews for the creation of a distinctly national music, a particularly strong
voice was given in these early years to the sounds of various Easts.

The central figure in the nationalization of music in the Yishuv in the prewar
years and in the efforts to establish a presumably authentic Jewish music was
the cantor and musicologist Abraham Zvi Ben-Yehuda (Idelsohn). A pioneer in
the then-emerging field of ethnomusicology while still in Europe, Idelsohn
decided in 1906 to immigrate to Jerusalem, the “cradle of original Jewish
music,”® as he referred to it, where he would first set out to gather the auditory
evidence of authentic Jewish sound. Later, in 1910, he put this academic,
ethnographic enterprise to functional use through his establishment in Jer-
usalem of the “Institute of Jewish Song,” whose principal goal was the redis-
tillation of that authentic Jewish music in barrels conditioned by “the scientific
laws of music and harmony."®’

Idelsohn’s view of music as one of the principal forces preserving the life of
the nation drew in obvious ways from a broader cultural-nationalist discourse
that he had brought with him from Europe. In arranging these themes for the
ears of Zionist Palestine, however, he gave them a form that echoed with
imagery he had culled from traditional sources, implemented to ground his
musical institute, like other Zionist cultural undertakings in Palestine (such as
Schatz’s Bezalel) in an ancient spiritual heritage, while at the same time
seeking to usurp it. Idelsohn did not seek out the physical and geographical
markers that Schatz had employed as tangible indicators of Bezalel’s status as
the new Temple, perhaps out of a sense that his more abstract art was less in
need of the physicality of Schatz’s visual arts. He was no less adamant or ex-
plicit, however, in claiming a place for music as modern-day worship, the truest
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expression of the nation's deepest spiritual attributes and longings. Prophecy,
Idelsohn concurred with the Talmud, had long since ceased in Israel—a fact
that was one among many telltale signs of the nation’s decline. But in “national
song” one could still hear “echoes of the song of Moses, man of God, the psalms
of David King of Israel and the singing of the Levites in the Holy Temple.” Only
in music could one still find “a spark of the souls of the prophets.””°

If the physicality of Bezalel, moreover, pointed toward a recast reclamation
of the Temple of Solomon in geographical space and in physical structure, it
was in music, Idelsohn indicated, that one could find the spirit of holiness that
had permeated the physical site. Indeed, his “Institute for Jewish Song” was
hailed by Eliezer Ben-Yehuda upon its establishment in 1910 as the institu-
tional means for reclaiming that lost spirit of national sanctity. When, after a
number of months of study and preparation, Idelsohn’s new singers made
their public debut, Ben-Yehuda hailed the event’s “great importance”. The
concert, he explained, was the first public demonstration of the new Institute’s
musical production, through which “ancient Jewish music will be returned to
its seat of honor . . . [and] a new national music will be created.” Reinforcing the
Davidic-messianic implications of Idelsohn’s project and the fusion of the
spiritual and the political that it entailed, Ben-Yehuda went on to proclaim that
the Eastern-toned music that would be (re-)created there would surely be

a music which, in its character and in its nature, in its voices and
scales, will recall that same music of Israel’s musician of old [a ref-
erence to King David}; it will recall the singing whose sounds echoed
in the Temple, the singing and the playing of the Levites on their
stand, the singing and playing that was brought to such a level of
perfection by David, the King of Israel.”!

These messianic-Davidic overtones were further reinforced by the date
chosen for the debut. If Bezalel’s physical location had reflected the impor-
tance of a Zionist reconfiguration of space, Idelsohn’s choice of timing for the
premier pointed toward a Zionist shaping of time. Performed on Saturday,
August 20, 1910, the concert was also part of a new nationalized ritual for
“Shabbat Nahamu”—the first Sabbath following the Ninth of Av, the tradi-
tional day of mourning for the destruction of the two Temples. The day’s
name, the Sabbath of Consolation, is derived from the Haftara (portion from
the Prophets) that is read in the synagogue—a section from the book of Isaiah,
in which the prophet consoles the people for the destruction of Jerusalem and
describes the ultimate redemption that is yet to come. A momentous event for
the nation, as Ben-Yehuda indicated, Idelsohn’s musical debut was a step
toward just that (now Zionized) redemption. It was, he wrote, “one of the
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greatest creations of the spirit ever to have been created here on the holy soil,
and one of the true signs of a national spiritual awakening.”’?

Although it may seem a rather abrupt leap from King David and the
promise of a musical rebuilding of the Temple, there was little dissonance for
Idelsohn in the fact that, as a guiding principle for his new creation, he em-
braced Richard Wagner's Judaism in Music. Indeed, he waxed particularly
enthusiastic about Wagner's contention that the Jews and the European mu-
sical tradition were utterly foreign to one another. Idelsohn reversed the anti-
Semitic vitriol of Wagner’s piece, however, by arguing that it was not the Jews
who had introduced a foreign element into European music but rather Europe
that had introduced a foreign quality into Jewish music throughout the cen-
turies of Jewish sojourn there. In order to re-create a healthy national music, he
therefore explained, “we must strip away the outer shell [kelipah] that it has
grown in past generations, and...the foreign spirit with which it has been
impregnated.” The effort to recapture an authentic Jewish national sound,
according to Idelsohn, would have to be directed toward the music of the Jews
of the Orient and of Yemenite Jews in particular—“the only shining star in the
darkness of a millennia-long night.””? They, he believed, had been less inte-
grated into the societies around them and had therefore preserved more of
the original and authentic music that had characterized the Jewish nation be-
fore being exiled from its homeland. Even where the Jews of the Moslem
world had absorbed influences of Arabic and Turkish music, moreover, these
had caused less harm to the Jewish essence of their music since the Arabic
sound “is in principle closer to Hebrew music.”’* After stripping away the
European “outer shell” that had encrusted the more exilic music of European
Jewry, then, Idelsohn wrote, Zionism would create a new national music
“which has virtually no relation to European music at all.””®

In contrast with the English “medical men with strong missionary lean-
ings” who, as Edward Said argues, often became colonial officials in India out
of a belief that a European presence there would ameliorate an ailing and
degenerated Orient,”® Idelsohn posited the Occident as the source of infection
and the return to the East—at once both physical and musical—as the Jews’
only remedy. This was reinforced by his (repeated) linguistic choice of the
Hebrew word kelipah to describe the outer shell of European sounds with
which Jewish music had become encrusted. In popular Jewish discourse, in-
herited from Kabbalistic terminology (with which Idelsohn’s readers would
have been intimately familiar), the term kelipah refers to the exterior crusts that
envelop the sparks of the divine emanation in the process of creation and
hence the source of evil in the world.
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Idelsohn’s institute was not the only body in Palestine devoted to creating
music for the Yishuv. Down the hill from Jerusalem, in Shulamit Ruppin’s
music conservatory in Jaffa, which was established the same year as Idelsohn'’s
institute, one heard a very different sound. Some two years after having joined
her husband Arthur in Jaffa in 1908, where he became the Zionist Organi-
zation’s man in Palestine, Shulamit Ruppin founded the country’s first pro-
fessional music school, one in which the dominant tones were very much
those of Europe and the Berlin music scene she had left behind. It was a
musical oasis of European civilization in the midst of what was to her a very
foreign Oriental environment.”” Although Ruppin seems to have been less
moved by an expressly articulated nationalizing impulse in the establishment
of her conservatory, it too was hailed as a critical lifeline for an ailing national
spirit. Who knows how many young potential musicians had wasted their
talent given the lack of opportunity for proper, orderly musical training such as
Ruppin would now offer, a column in Ha-Or asked. It was not the individual
loss itself with which the columnist was concerned, however, but rather its
results, which were “blandness and a lack of feeling, materialism and a lack of
inspiration, even among the younger generation. . . for which we had had such
high hopes!” It would not be long, however, the paper predicted, before the
impact of the new school would be felt, and then “song and melody will
penetrate the [heart of the] nation, the masses; and those masses will begin to
create for us new songs, songs of love; living and natural songs, original
Hebrew songs of the Land of Israel.””®

In later years, following the Great War, when cantor and musicologist Joel
Engel arrived in the country (in 1924), he brought with him a vision of Jewish
national music with its own place in the complex of Western and Eastern
sound. The authentic tone of Jewish music, Engel held, was to be found in the
songs of the eastern European Jewish folk, which he now sought, like Idelsohn
before him, to blend with the sounds of the more distant Orient and the music
of the Sephardic communities.”®

The Yishuv's musical culture, however, was not only a product of pro-
fessional musicians and musicologists motivated by such self-conscious mu-
sical agendas. In the self-professedly spontaneous culture of song and dance
that came to be associated with the Labor-Zionist immigrants, an intellectual
desire to merge with the East seems to have coexisted with a longing and a
need for the familiar sounds of the (eastern) European homes they had left
behind. These two impulses—reflecting, respectively, a conscious nationaliz-
ing impulse to “discover” the folk and to create folk traditions and a more
genuinely spontaneous need for emotional outlets in what was nevertheless a



168 BECOMING HEBREW

harsh and foreign reality—came together in the prewar years to create a new
Hebrew “folk” musical and dance culture in the Yishuv.*

Memoirs, literary accounts, and even journalistic reports attest to the
centrality of spontaneous musical outbursts, often on the slightest pretext, in
the culture of the young worker-pioneers. Many of the popular folk songs sung
by the Jews of Palestine (some of which can still be heard in Israel today, albeit
to a rapidly decreasing degree) were in fact adapted from popular Russian
songs, to which some effort was made to add an “Eastern” tone and subject
matter. Describing the unprompted outbursts of music among workers
groups, educator and Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir activist Rachel Yanait wrote that “we
sing of the Volga and mean the Jordan.”®’

If singing in two voices in this way could be challenging, the most formidable
challenges posed by the impulse to configure the Yishuv’s culture according to
reconceptualized notions of East and West were those that most directly in-
volved concrete encounters between real people of vastly different backgrounds
and at times starkly conflicting interests. Constituting a new nation meant,
among other things, mapping its figurative geography—delineating the na-
tion’s cultural, demographic, and conceptual boundaries. These would be
drawn in an effort to encompass disparate Jewish groups and to negotiate their
role and place in the national amalgam. Since the ethnic division between
Ashkenazim and Sephardim—one of the most salient lines dividing the Jews
of Palestine—was drawn along what were understood to be East-West lines,
the discourses surrounding ethnicity in the Yishuv (and much of the cultural
praxis that followed) placed Jewish ethnic divisions in the broader context of
Easts and Wests in the construction of the national culture.

In drawing the boundaries of their budding nation, moreover, the Yishuv's
activists were negotiating and determining not only the relations between the
various groupings within those boundaries but in equal measure setting the
tone for relations with those who were across those lines, outside the nation’s
boundaries. In Palestine in the years following the Young Turk Revolution, it
was becoming increasingly clear that the Yishuv’'s principal constitutive
“other"—relations with whom would continue for decades to pose bewildering
and defining challenges for the Yishuv (and later for the state of Israel}—was
another budding nation, that of Palestine’s Arabs.
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Bounding the Nation

Ethnic Selves and National Others in Yishuv Culture

Both the question of determining the internal contours of the
nation—who was to be included within its boundaries and how—and
that of shaping the budding nation’s relations with the competing
Arab national claim to Palestine, which was becoming much

more audible in the wake of the Young Turk Revolution, reached to
the very heart of the process of constructing the new nation. Both
questions, moreover, resonated clearly within the broader project of
placing the new Hebrew nation somewhere in a reconfigured East-
West constellation.

A recent historiographical trend has drawn a picture of almost
idyllic relations between Arabs and (primarily Sephardic) Jews in a
halcyon pre-Zionist Palestine that were shattered by the arrival of a
Eurocentric, Orientalist Zionism with its denigration of Arabs and
Middle Eastern Jews alike.! As I argued in chapter 7, however, Zionist
conceptions of Orient and Occident were themselves considerably
more diverse and complex than this picture indicates, and the range of
attitudes toward Arabs and Jews of the Islamic world were, conse-
quently, considerably more variegated and composite. Far from being
the undifferentiated byproduct of a priori views, moreover, these at-
titudes were conditioned by changing historical circumstances.

Zionism in Palestine was heir to conflicting traditions regarding in-
ternal Jewish ethnic divisions. There was, on the one hand, a long-
standing European tradition that saw Sephardic Jewry as superior
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to its Ashkenazi corollary, as racially purer and closer to the ancient Israelites
of Palestine in looks, spirit, ethnic composition, and language. Echoes of what
has been called “the myth of Sephardic supremacy”? are clearly audible in Ben-
Yehuda's claims regarding the Hebrew accent and in Idelsohn’s image of
Sephardic and Yemenite music. This was challenged at times by a distinct
sense of Ashkenazi superiority that, in Palestine, seemed to some to be re-
confirmed when confronted with an ostensible Sephardic decadence and in-
feriority.

Underlying both approaches was an often intense interest in the ethnic
distinctions that so palpably shaped a fragmented Jewish world. The Hebrew
press in Palestine followed with interest periodic reports on investigations by
European scientists into the physical and mental characteristics of disparate
Jewish groups and the corresponding attempts to chart the ways in which they
together constituted a whole—research projects that had grown out of the
efforts of founders such as Francis Galton, whose 1885 photographic super-
imposition project had aimed at capturing the “typical features of the modemn
Jewish face.”® If leading cultural undertakings such as Idelsohn’s musical
institute and the Yishuv’s crown jewel—the Hebrew language project—were
based on a search for a lost or hidden authentic Jewish essence, science seemed
to offer a compelling basis on which to seek it. And the best scientific research,
as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda argued, reflecting a widespread current of thought in
the Yishuv, had determined that, in contrast to the Ashkenazi Jew, who had a
“coarse face, a broad mouth, a nose that is wide at the end and which is unlike
the model of the Jewish nose,” the Sephardic Jew “stands more erect...his
nose is attractive, his lips are thin,” and he is in all ways closer to an authentic
Jewish type.* For many Jewish scientists, especially those with Zionist lean-
ings, the Sephardic Jew, as John Efron has shown, “represented the Urjude, the
original Jew, the Jew who could be authentically linked to both an ancient and
glorious past, and by extension, could serve as a model for a future rejuvenated
Jewry.”> Aiming to root this general observation in the concrete reality of
Palestine, Ben-Yehuda added that, “if we wish to know which of them is more
similar to the ancient Hebrew face, we may find an answer to this in the faces
of the Arabs.”®

For Zionists, however, there was a potentially threatening tension inher-
ent in these scientific undertakings, between their efficacy in pointing to and
highlighting the distinctions between disparate groups of Jews and a tendency
(indeed, often a desire) to conflate these groups and to conceive of them as
belonging to a single national whole.” The translation of these scientific par-
adigms into the concrete workings of Zionist cultural activity made this ten-
sion particularly salient wherever interest in disparate Jewish physiognomies



BOUNDING THE NATION 171

and cultural traditions would have to be adaptable to the interests of the ho-
mogenizing national impulse. In an act of conceptual and liturgical super-
imposition not unlike that which Galton had undertaken some decades earlier
with his camera, Jewish ethnic diversity would have to be seen and somehow
palpably represented as cumulatively composing the Jewish people’s discrete
cultural profile and physical visage. These efforts were invariably informed by
the underlying multivocality that characterized Zionist approaches to the East-
West knot, which in turn helped to shape the ambivalence that would now
characterize Zionist discourse—much of it Ashkenazi—regarding the Se-
phardim in Palestine and other parts of the Ottoman Empire, as well as Zi-
onism'’s cultural praxis as manifested in differing attempts to construct roles
for each of the disparate groups in constituting the nation.

On the one hand, a lingering sense of Sephardic supremacy often con-
tinues to inform a discourse based in harsh criticism of Europe, the European
Diaspora, and the concomitant imagery of the reconstituted “new Jew.” In the
substance of their daily lives and in their bodies and physical comportment,
according to some commentators, Sephardic Jews had suffered fewer of the ills
of exile than had their Ashkenazic brothers and sisters and had consequently
been able to remain a healthier Jewish “type.” One report in Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir
described the Sephardic community in the ancient city of Safed as composed of
“all healthy individuals, boasting a robust body, who have grown accustomed to
the life of the land, to its air and to its climate.” This physical health, moreover,
was a clear indication of a superior moral constitution, as the Sephardim of
Safed, according to the report

are satisfied with modest demands, and do not seek out luxury

and indulgence like the Ashkenazim. Their foods are simpler and
more nutritious than those of the Ashkenazim, which are com-
plicated, and weaken the body. They are all industrious and fond of
work. . .. The number of merchants among them is quite small—
peddlers and salesmen are not overabundant among them the way
they are among the Ashkenazim.®

This, according to the report, stands as an important model for the re-
structuring of Jewish culture in Palestine; thus, “when the history of New
Yishuv in Palestine is written, the Sephardic community of Safed will play a
leading role.” Here again, the history of the creation of a new Jewish society is
a narrative not of European bourgeois civilization relocated but of culture itself
reconceived and transvalued.!® Given these estimations, at least one com-
mentator puzzled at the apparent “exilic” behavior that seemed to be in evi-
dence among some Sephardim. Following the 1910 murder of an Arab in Jaffa,
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fear of collective revenge spread among some of the city’s Jews. It was “strange
to note,” as one Ha-Po'el Ha-Tza'ir correspondent commented, that such fear
had “fallen not only on those who have come from Siedice, Bialystok, Gomel”
(cities that had been the sites of pogroms in eastern Europe) but also on the
city’s Sephardic community, “to whom so many. . . point as symbols of dignity
and speak of their lack of exilic character.”"!

Yet views of the Sephardim and their potential role in the national project
were by no means unambiguous. The same report from Safed that extolled
their physical virtues lamented that these were attended by a complete loss of
authentic culture where the life of the spirit is concerned. Frightful depictions
of the conditions in which children studied, the strong consequent tendency
to send them to missionary schools, and the general superstitious nature of
the community’s particular brand of religiosity are explained as resulting in
large measure from the Sephardic community’s extensive adoption and imi-
tation of Arabic ways—here an emblem of cultural decay and degeneration (in
sharp distinction to some of the reports on the Arabs as role models for the
new Hebrews). The Sephardim of Safed, the report concluded in a spirit dif-
ficult to reconcile with its estimation of their destined role in the history of
the New Yishuv, are on a lower level even than the orthodox Old Yishuv of
Jerusalem'?>—a harsh judgment indeed on the pages of Ha-Po'el Ha-Tza'ir.

For a variety of reasons, then, in contradistinction to the Haskala legacy of
Sephardic superiority, the encounter between the Jewish ethnic groups in
Palestine, often fused, no doubt, with a preexisting sense of European supe-
riority, left at least some Ashkenazim with a sense of Sephardic decadence and
inferiority. One cultural critic offered a historical explanation for this disso-
nance: Whatever their merits generations ago, he wrote, “in vain might we
search among today’s Sephardic Jewry [for]...a single remnant that might
remind one of the great and glorious past.”'* Columnist Ya’acov Rabinowitz,
whose general animus toward “the Orient” made its appearance in chapter 7,
voiced repeated concern about the culture of Palestine’s Sephardim, who were
in his words a “deformed element” with “an external and false civilization [but]
no national culture.” In response to the then current notion that the Sephar-
dim had endured a kind of exile that was in some sense less debilitating than
that of Europe, Rabinowitz retorted that they had in fact suffered “terrible
material and spiritual decline” and had consequently become “similar, and
growing closer, to the Levantine type.”'* Adding a note to the general Zionist
charge sheet against the Alliance Israélite Universelle and its nonnationalist
and anti-Zionist stance, Rabinowitz placed much of the blame for this threat of
Levantinization on that organization and the education it provided in the Le-
vant. Indeed, he added, in comparing groups of Sephardic Jews, it was evident
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that “the Yemenite Jew [is] superior to the rest of his eastern brethren thanks
only to the fact that he has been spared this Levantine education.”*®

Although Rabinowitz differed from many others in much of his ethnic diag-
nosis, the primacy he assigned to the Jews of Yemen reflected what was gen-
erally a keen interest in Yemenite Jewry that animated many Zionists in
Palestine and took on changing manifestations throughout this period. As
“Hebrew labor” became a rallying cry for expanding circles of Zionists in
Palestine and abroad and the progress of the Labor-Zionist youth who had
raised that banner seemed increasingly unsatisfactory, many Zionists turned
their glance toward the Yemenite community, now conceived of as “natural
laborers.” Ostensibly accustomed to a life of poverty and hence able to live on
the meager wages paid to Arab workers, the Yemenites suddenly seemed the
key to success in the “conquest of labor” where their Ashkenazi brethren had
failed.®

For a period of about four years, roughly between 1908 and 1912, it seems
to have been possible (and, for many, desirable) to believe that this tactic might
bear fruit. In 1912 Ha-Ahdut reported that Yemenite workers in the colonies
were “successfully penetrating into areas of work in which the face of a Jewish
worker has not been seen in ages.”’’ In the ZO’s Palestine office in Jaffa,
sentiment was no less sanguine, and Ruppin and others adopted an official
policy based on it, dispatching Shmu’el Yavne’eli to Yemen in 1910 to en-
courage immigration to Palestine in what was the Zionist Organization'’s first
foray into the business of promoting and coordinating immigration.

This vision of the Yemenites’ role in building the nation was contested
from the outset, however, and the combined cultural and economic gaps be-
tween Yemenite workers and Ashkenazi employers, now living in close
quarters (although, in many cases, in clearly separated parts of the colonies),
was hardly favorable to maintaining such a vision.'® Conflict arose in Zichron
Ya’akov when members of the Yemenite community there undertook the
practice of using their own ritual slaughterers to provide their meat—a prob-
lem, the colony’s committee complained to the Palestine Office, since it vio-
lated the contract the committee had signed with another slaughterer for
exclusivity in the supply of the colony’s meat. It was the hope of the Palestine
Office, Jacob Thon replied, that “all of the ethnic groups among us could be a
single unit,” but given the strictly religious nature of the conflict it was beyond
the Office’s jurisdiction and would best be referred to Rabbi Kook or a rabbinic
court.’?

The conflict in Zichron Ya’akov was comparatively mild. In other places,
the mixture of culture gap and economic disparity had far more severe
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repercussions. A report from Petah Tikva spoke of a colonist who had slapped a
child across the face with a shoe when the youngster had asked for a pay hike
and a woman who suffered a beating so severe that she had died of her
wounds.?® Rishon Le-Zion was the site of repeated complaints about the cruel
abuse of Yemenite workers at the hands of their Ashkenazi employers. At least
two reports described beatings of pregnant Yemenite women that were so brutal
as to end their pregnancies, as well as the battering of another woman who
“lost her mind” as a result.!

When the Palestine Office inquired into these incidents, the colony’s
committee complained that they could no longer tolerate the local Yemenites’
lack of respect for “private property” and their failure to understand “basic
moral foundations such as ‘Thou shalt not steal,’ ” which lead them to “take
fruit and branches from trees” in private orchards and yards. With regard to the
alleged beatings, the committee claimed that the colonies’ farmers did their
best to “repress their anger” but that at times their “strength failed them” in
their efforts to overlook the Yemenites’ conduct; once a “quarrel” erupted,
moreover, the Yemenites—much like “the natives of the land"—tended to
exacerbate their behavior by telling all manner of lies, “such as that the woman
immediately. . . [lost] her child.”*

If daily life and its sometimes violent encounters problematized the ap-
parently easy solution that the Yemenite “natural laborers” had been expected
to provide, there were those who had been opposed from the outset to the
instrumentalization that this conceptualization seemed to imply. At the Ha-
Po’el Ha-Tza'ir convention in the summer of 1908 grievances were heard not
only over the Yemenites' poor treatment by many of their employers, who
“look upon them as complete aliens,” but also over the very notion that the
Yemenites should be “made into a means for the attainment of our ends.”*
Nor was this instrumentalization appreciated by many of the Yemenite im-
migrants themselves, who were often not quite the “natural laborers” they
were imagined to be and did not see it as their national destiny to earn lower
wages than their Ashkenazi coworkers while suffering insult and abuse.?*

In at least one case in 1913, Yemenite workers in the colony of Hadera
went on strike to demand greater equality in wages. Their strike was supported
by the colony’s (Ashkenazi) workers’ committee, but their employers were
nevertheless able to simply replace their Yemenite workers with Arab labor-
ers.® So dire were the poverty and abusive conditions that many Yemenites
suffered in the Yishuv that, in 1913, Yehoshua Radler-Feldman (known by the
pen name of Rabbi Binyamin)—now a member of the Palestine Office’s
“Committee on Yemenites,” which was established that year in recognition
that a “Yemenite question” had emerged in the Yishuv, and an activist dedi-






176 BECOMING HEBREW

of Zionist cultural activities, proclaiming and projecting their Yemenite heri-
tage—in which their distinct ethnicity was presented not as a divisive factor but
rather as an integral part of what made them members of the Jewish na-
tion**—within the context of the European nationalist aesthetic that was
ubiquitous in the Yishuv’s public culture. The organization was now pre-
senting Yemenite ethnic particularity, in other words, as a constitutive element
of the new national culture. In 1914, the group’s “very appealing” Purim cel-
ebration, for example, as one description reported, was kicked off by

a tableau taken “from the life of a Yemenite family.” ... The inside of
a Yemenite home [was depicted] in full detail; on the right, the home-
owner is busy with his work—the work of a jewelry maker...the
elderly father relaxes, smoking a long nargila and teaching Torah to
his grandson; at the center of the home, the homemaker is grinding
flour with millstones and the young daughter is weaving wicker
baskets. After the tableau...a poem by Bialik, “To the Nation’s Vo-
lunteers.” Equally appealing were the gymnastics performed along
with a chorus singing a Yemenite song. ... The second part of

the banquet was opened once again with an appealing tableau of
Yemenite life “The Bridegroom’s Joy with Song and Dance”; the
chorus sang a number of Yemenite songs, and the gymnasts formed
pyramids.>!

Reception of these Zionist Yemenite youths was mjixed, both within the
Yemenite community and among their Ashkenazi counterparts, some of
whom, even while lauding the new organization, expressed their surprise at
the “phenomenal sight [of ] Yemenites, who are so far removed from beauty
and culture as we see them, [creating] such an orderly banquet, and in such
good taste;” the bulk of the Ashkenazi Yishuv simply stayed away.*? Their new
public presence was nevertheless a signpost in the division of national labor
among Jewish ethnic groups. In Palestine’s emerging culture, Tze'irei ha-
Mizrach seemed to be saying, traditional Yemenite jewelry making and nargila
smoking would merge with the poetry of Bialik and gymnastics displays
adopted from European nationalism to constitute the new Hebrew nation. The
Zionist world, much like many of its European nationalist counterparts was,
after all, filled at the time with projects aimed at gathering the nation’s folk
traditions, motivated by the common nationalist conviction that a folk and its
folklore were among the repositories of the national spirit. The ritualized
folklore introduced by Tze'iri ha-Mizrach—which they brought to life with
visual force through the very European medium of the tableau vivant—and its
message regarding the daily life of the Jews in Palestine added a seminal ethnic
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(and “Oriental”) dimension to the nation’s quarry of folklore and popular
culture.

If distinct ethnic groups might be assigned specific roles in the creation of a
national symbolism and folk culture based on their real or imagined charac-
teristics, this was also the case in the Yishuv's economic activity, as the un-
successful attempt to mobilize Yemenite workers as a strike force for the
conquest of labor indicates. A seemingly more promising effort was initiated
on the eve of the Great War, when Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, by now a prominent leader
of the Po’alei Zion party in Palestine, set out to turn the combined ethnic-
economic crisis of the Salonika Jewish community to the advantage of the
Zionist Yishuv.

Jews had long been a dominant force in the economic life of the Greek
city’s seaport. When, as a result of the First Balkan War (1912), the city was
wrested from the Ottoman Empire, the Greek state into which it was now
incorporated undertook to nationalize the port and its economy, and the po-
sition of the Jews became increasingly precarious, leading to impoverishment
and emigration.?* Ben-Zvi saw in this an opportunity. Few places in the world
offered a cadre of experienced and professional Jewish seamen, and in fact the
Jaffa port—the main gateway into Palestine—had remained largely impene-
trable to Jewish workers. Here, then, as Ben-Zvi saw it, was a chance to come to
the aid of a “besieged” Jewish community and at the same time to serve a
fundamental economic need of the Yishuv by bringing these new natural
laborers to Palestine. Unlike most Jewish diasporas, Salonika’s was a Jewish
community composed of a segment of “simple but healthy (Jews] (porters,
wagon-driver, seamen, factory workers). .. who make a modest living and are
familiar with the oriental ways of commerce from their youth,” as well as a
group of “property-owners, connected with Europe by commerce, and there-
fore natural intermediaries between Europe and the East.”**

Appealing to the Odessa Committee for support for this initiative, Ben-Zvi
argued the double benefit that his proposal entailed and the double peril of its
neglect. “If we are able to open up the gates of Palestine to these Jews,” he
suggested, “it is possible that dozens of sea-faring Jewish families may find
respite and sustenance there.” Failing this, the Jews of Salonika will be “forced
to desist” from their traditional occupation, which was, for Jews, unusually
productive and physical, and many of them will, by default, “depart for
America to become peddlers,” transforming these potential seeds of healthy
physical rebirth into garden-variety exilic Jews.**

The outbreak of the world war prevented more than a handful of these
seamen from putting Ben-Zvi’s plan to the test. Larger-scale immigration of
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Jewish port workers from Salonika would await the postwar years and a dra-
matically different political climate in Palestine.*® That this was both a political
and an economic undertaking had been clear from the outset, however. In
enlisting the support of Zionists abroad, Ben-Zvi argued that the fact that the
Jews of Salonika were all Ottoman subjects would “be a great advantage to us
in the political sense as well” since neither the government nor their Arab
competitors would “be able to open their mouths against them.”*’

In the democratized political context of the post-1908 Ottoman Empire, the
fact that most of the Jews of the Yishuv chose to retain the citizenships of their
former European homes had become in many ways a political liability. The
“springtime of nations” that the revolution had initially seemed to usher in led
to a growing chorus calling upon Jews in the Yishuv to renounce their foreign
citizenships and become Ottoman subjects. “Hebrews, organize!” one writer
called out a short time after the revolution. The time had come for “Sephardim
and Ashkenazim, Yemenites and Bucharians” to overcome their divisions in
order to create “an organization of Hebrews in Palestine.”*® Another explained
that the empire’s national groups “are all in motion, stirring with life; the
atoms are uniting to form a whole, a living body, a body which may demand its
right to life.” The Yishuv, he cautioned, must not “miss the boat and be left
behind.”*’

The new political reality, in other words, called for a more central role
for Jews who were Ottoman subjects—and these were almost exclusively
Sephardim—in creating a new Jewish politics unique to the Yishuv. The 1910
municipal elections in Jerusalem, the only place in Palestine where Jews
constituted a majority but failed nevertheless to become an organized political
force, became for many local Zionists a painful illustration of what they
deemed a lack of political and national consciousness on the part of the city’s
Sephardic community—one instance of a greater frustration at Zionism’s rel-
ative failure to make more significant inroads among Ottoman Jews.*® A num-
ber of initiatives were designed to provide the necessary “political education,”
as Ben-Yehuda called it, to enlist the empire’s Sephardim in the Zionist cause,
and in the post-1908 atmosphere, Zionism did indeed begin to make consi-
derable inroads into the primarily Sephardic Ottoman communities.*!

In Palestine, one significant initiative emerged from within the Jerusalem
Sephardic community on the immediate heels of the revolution, when Abra-
ham Elmaliach, a native of Jerusalem and a prominent Zionist journalist,
declaimed his excitement at the “return to life . .. of our homeland” and called
upon Ottoman Jewry to take advantage of the new freedom of the press and
take the lead in bringing “all that is good and beneficial to the land of our
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birth.”*? Good to his word, within the year Elmaliach founded and began
editing a new Hebrew-language Zionist newspaper whose very title—“Ha-
Herut” [Liberty}—celebrated the revolution and the new regime and stressed
its inherent Ottomanness.

Michelle Campos has argued that Ha-Herut and similar voices represented
a unique brand of Ottoman Zionism that was particular to Palestine’s Se-
phardic community, for which participation in Ottoman life was an inherent
value. She posits this as distinct from the Zionism of Palestine’s Ashkenazi
nationalizing elite, for whom, she writes, alliance with the Ottomans was “good
strategy” but “devoid of any inherent value.”* The evidence, however, fails to
substantiate this distinction or these characterizations of either Sephardic or
Ashkenazi Zionisms. There was, to be sure, a very self-conscious Sephardic
tone to Ha-Herut. However, the claim that this entailed “support for cultural
Hebraism without the corresponding separatist political aims [of Ashkenazi
Zionism]™** and that this was a unique feature of Sephardic Zionism, over-
looks much of what was taking place both in the official political Zionism of
the ZO at this time vis-d-vis relations with the Ottomans and in the work of
Palestine’s nationalizing elite.

Prewar Zionist diplomacy with the Sublime Porte went to considerable
pains to stress the lack of any separatist intent by using language such as “an
autonomous vassal state...under the suzerainty of the Sultan” to replace
demands for an “independent Jewish state” or a “republic.”** While there were
undoubtedly tactical reasons for the choice of such language by European
Zionists, there is little reason to suppose that such tactical considerations were
entirely absent when “pro-Zionist Ottoman supporters denied that Zionism
had any anti-Ottoman aims or repercussions.”*® More importantly, this was a
formulation with which virtually any Zionist in Palestine, of whatever ethnic
background, would surely have felt comfortable. The Zionism of Palestine’s
Ashkenazi nationalizing elite—no less than that of their Ottoman Sephardic
counterparts—was often aimed principally at precisely the kind of “cultural
Hebraism” Campos presents as a unique feature of the Sephardim. Most of
Palestine’s Zionists—whether they were focused principally on the production
of a new national music or art, on the Hebrew language, or on “Hebrew
labor"—were only remotely concerned during these years with the kinds of
political objectives that might have exercised Zionists in Cologne and Berlin.

Nor is it sustainable to argue that the Sephardic Zionists native to Pales-
tine, who were more acculturated into local Arab culture, were more sensitive
to Palestine’s Arabs and consequently held more conciliatory political positions
in what, after 1908, was a budding national conflict.*” To be sure, the ability
to converse in Arabic and a closer familiarity with local Arabic culture tended to
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set Sephardim in Palestine apart from most Ashkenazi Zionists. It is by no
means clear, however, that this cultural familiarity necessarily bred more ac-
commodating views in the increasingly bitter encounter, which was quickly
proving to be a defining one for a nascent Jewish nation attempting to create
itself in part by blending its European and its Middle Eastern wings. The pages
of Ha-Herut were indeed filled with calls to establish an Arabic-language
newspaper that might help to bridge the deepening chasm between the two
peoples, but this in itself hardly made it unique—Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir repeat-
edly issued a similar demand. Given, moreover, that the paper’s editors and
contributors were mostly non-Europeans, for whom direct experience of anti-
Semitism was not a formative part of their background as it was for many of
their European counterparts, they were surprisingly prone to attribute esca-
lating Arab hostility to the bald anti-Semitism of “our Arab tormentors (tzor-
ereinu ha-Arvim]” in much the same reactive fashion as many of the Yishuv’s
Ashkenazim and at times in a style that sounds an even more combative and
militant tone.*®

If the ethnic question entailed sketching the internal contours of the nation
and determining its components, the mapping of its outer limits was now
being increasingly shaped by these deteriorating relations with the Arabs, who
were emerging with growing clarity as the Yishuv’s principal “other.” The
question of the budding Hebrew nation’s relations with the Arabs, Ha-Po’el
Ha-Tza'ir Central Committee Secretary Yosef Sprinzak wrote, was one that, by
the summer of 1914, could no longer be ignored. It was not the “slander and
hatred” issuing forth from the Arab press that lent urgency to the matter but
rather the fact that “our style of life, which is becoming an increasingly pro-
minent reality in Palestine, mandates a delineation of the boundaries between
the two nations.” So long as Zionist work in Palestine had been more or less
haphazard, Sprinzak argued, it might have been possible “to give little con-
sideration to what stood outside of us.” Once it had begun to come to fruition,
however, and a sense had now emerged that the Yishuv had indeed become the
nucleus of an emerging national entity, it was “inconceivable” that Zionist
work not take into account “one of the most important factors in the land—an
additional national body.”*°

After 1908, the new Ottoman regime’s dialectical combination of liber-
alization of the press and the parliamentary system on the one hand, and its
intensified repression of national minorities as part of an amplified Turkish
nationalism on the other, helped to stimulate the emergence and unprece-
dented visibility of nationalist movements throughout the empire, and of an
Arab nationalism in Palestine (and elsewhere), whose fear of and hostility
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toward Zionism seemed to increase daily.’® Notwithstanding an older histo-
riography that has suggested that Zionism both in Palestine and elsewhere
remained for a long time oblivious and indifferent to the Arabs and Arab
culture, they in fact figured quite prominently in Zionist imagery and think-
ing in Palestine. If this had been at times a consideration of secondary mag-
nitude before 1908, in the postrevolutionary years the question of relations—
and national competition—with the Arabs proved to be one of the most vex-
ing consequences of the new political reality (and indeed one of the reasons
for the urgency many Zionists felt in their efforts to win over local Ottoman
Jews).

Falling into the broader context of Zionism's ambivalent position in the
East-West dichotomy, the image of the Arabs among Zionists in Palestine was
from the outset widely variegated. They might be seen as uncultured savages
posing a threat to the culture of the native “Hebrew” generation, as in the
recurring concerns over youth culture in the colony of Zichron Ya’akov, whose
young natives, as one commentator grumbled, “have adopted the ways of the
Arabs along with the common and vulgar language.” Another complained
about the “vulgar obscenities” characteristic of the “Arabic atmosphere [that]
has damaged the human development of the young men and women of Zi-
chron Ya’akov.”*! Ya’acov Rabinowitz added an element of sexual innuendo
when, in response to critics of the coeducational policy at the Herzlia Gym-
nasium, he reprimanded them for their willingness to send their children to
missionary schools, where, he retorted, “under the influence of the natives, the
danger of same-sex [encounters] is by no means smaller than the danger of
opposite-sex [encounters).”*? For a movement intent on reclaiming the lost
masculinity of the emasculated Jew, this was a serious charge indeed.

This tone of displeasure with the ethnic and cultural environment that
Zionism had chosen for its national revival was mitigated, however, by a very
different view of the Arabs, one that represented them both as lost racial
brothers who offered a glimpse of the actual likeness of the ancient Jews who
once inhabited the land and as tangible links to that ancient jewish past.
“Insofar as we can picture it,” as one early report on archaeological activities in
Palestine explained, “the regular lives of the residents of the land in those days
were very similar to the lives of the fellahin [Arab peasants] in our own times.">?
And in this role, of course, Palestine’s Arabs might also constitute a beacon
showing the way toward the refigured healthy national Jewry of the future.
Indeed, the very same Arab influence that had penetrated the culture of the
Yishuv's native youth and seemed to some commentators a cause for alarm
was for others a source of enthusiastic pride, as in Ben-Avi’s praise of the native
youth as “little Arabs.”*
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A romanticism that cut across ideological lines envisioned a racial and
cultural blending of Arab and Jew in what Alan Dowty has called “naive ass-
miliationism,”** as in Meir Wilkansky’s fusion of Bible and Qur'an (see
chapter 7) or in the writings of Rabbi Binyamin, in which he proclaimed his
attraction to the “melancholy melody of this relative of ours, the great Arab
nation,” a melody that was “inherently related to this environment” and could
be heard across the expanses of Palestine’s natural landscapes.*® Racially and
spiritually linked, Rabbi Binyamin envisioned the synthesis of Arab and Jew as
taking on a demographic-biological and political dimension as well.*’

If Ya’acov Rabinowitz used sexual innuendo in his critique of “the east,”
this romanticism of the Arab might likewise at times recruit Eros to its side.
Resonating with the common European trope of Oriental sexual exoticism and
at the same time reversing its cognate image of the exotic beauty and sexual
allure of Europe’s Jewess, Itamar Ben-Avi describes the unexpected scene of a
snow-clad Jerusalem in the winter of 1902-1903 and a young Arab woman
passing by in bare feet. “I saw her two unclad legs,” he writes, and they were
“beautiful, charming. . . round, full at their height and narrowing as they reach
the foot.” As she walked on, the ice melted on her warm, exposed flesh, and
“snow wet her azure dress, fastening it to her tan, quivering skin.” Even her
apparent misery in the cold, Ben-Avi writes, could not obscure the fact that she
was “so ravishingly beautiful . .. that I coveted her, I longed to give her a kiss,”
although in the end, he writes, he simply walked on, leaving the Arab woman
an unattainable (and perhaps ultimately undesirable?) subject of fantasy.*®

During the lead-up to the Young Turk revolution and ever more evidently in its
wake, the question of Jewish-Arab relations became a more urgent political
issue in the life of Zionism and the Yishuv as challenges to the entire spectrum
of views began to grow, along with the mounting tensions between Arabs and
Jews. As Arab nationalism became a growing force in Palestine and evinced an
increasingly visible hostility to the Zionist enterprise there, Zionists in Pa-
lestine and abroad took notice of what was beginning to look to growing
numbers of them like a budding national conflict that would entail a host of
cultural and political questions. Well before the outbreak of the First World
War, escalating intercommunal strife, soon to crystallize into full-fledged na-
tional conflict, became etched clearly into the still very fluid definition of self
that was taking shape in the Yishuv.

Yitzhak Epstein’s famous and oft-quoted article “She’ela Ne’elama” [An
Invisible Question),>® one of the first and starkest expositions of the emerging
conflict between Arabs and Jews, appeared in the summer of 1907 and elicited
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a hailstorm of responses in the Jewish and Zionist press in Palestine and
abroad.®® That same summer, a report on Rishon Le-Zion’s anniversary cele-
brations (an event of particular Yishuv-wide significance since some viewed the
founding of the colony as the inception of the New Yishuv) attributed a new
kind of significance to that moment of birth. The establishment of the Jewish
agricultural settlement a quarter of a century earlier had been a historic land-
mark, one report explained, since it had proven to the surrounding Arab
population that the Jews were not Walad al-mitti [children of death], as they
were frequently referred to in Arab parlance, but in fact were quite alive.’! To
be sure, a desire to elevate an ostensibly lost Jewish national honor had been a
primordial Zionist drive from its earliest days. Rarely (if ever) before, however,
had it been the Arabs to whom that national honor had to be proven.

It was surely not a coincidence that the first steps were also taken that
summer toward the formation of the Yishuv’s first paramilitary organization.
Motivated by “the Yishuv’s social degradation™®? and the escalation in Arab-
Jewish tensions, founder Israel Shohat sent Menahem Ussishkin a proposal
for the establishment of a cadre of young Jews to guard the Jewish colonies and
work their own land.®* This was one of the measures that led to the estab-
lishment of the Yishuv’s first paramilitary self-defense force, Ha-Shomer, in
1909, spearheaded by its clandestine founding kernel, Bar-Giora, which was
established in that summer of 1907.5* Echoing the mood and motivation in
the reports on the founding of Rishon Le-Zion, Alexander Zaid, one of Ha-
Shomer’s soon-to-be legendary founders, recalled that the organization’s
slogan—*“By blood and fire Judea fell; by blood and fire Judea shall rise"—
reached the tents of the Bedouin, who “learned that the degrading designa-
tion of ‘children of death’ was a thing of the past.”®® Indeed, one of the new
organization’s principal aims was to demonstrate to the Arabs that they were
dealing with a new type of Jew—]Jews who “are courageous, and would choose
to die on their guard duty rather than retreat,” as one founder explained.®

Although escalating enmity served as the critical backdrop to its founda-
tion, in their clothing, mannerisms, the horses they rode, and even their self-
defense stance itself, Ha-Shomer consciously adopted a style that was based on
a romantic emulation of the Bedouin, into which, as Israel Bartal has argued,
they introduced a lingering image of the Russian Cossack as well.*’ This was
emulation, however, that reverberated with a strange jumble of dissonant
motivations. Many shomrim [guardsmen] were influenced by the romanticized
notions of racial assimilation that were widely current in the social-democratic
Po’alei Zion circles from which most were drawn, and they often looked to the
Arabs as a living link to the ancient heroic (and more warriorlike) life of the
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Israelites. Some who spent extended periods living among the Bedouin would
later recall “beautiful moments, which have been carved in my memory for the
remainder of my life.”®

At the same time, however, the drive to adopt Arab ways was often also
phrased in terms of a need to know a (potential) enemy. Those beautiful
moments, after all, had been prompted by a series of violent clashes that had
led some members to conclude that “we must become light of movement like
the Bedouin” precisely in order to more effectively defend against them.5® In
other words, this vision of fusion was at the same time an attempt to erect
partitions, and indeed, the gulf separating the two communities grew, and the
conflict between them intensified. In later years, recalling his own dreams of a
Jewish-Arab synthesis, one former watchman wondered how “we never asked
ourselves how Europeans would suddenly shed their skin and become Bed-
ouins.” Far fetched though it may have seemed to him in retrospect, though, at
the time “none of us imagined that it was no more than a beautiful dream.””®

The romantic ideas and the desire to emulate Bedouin ways could not
obscure the growing chasm that was separating Arabs and Jews in Palestine. In
the spring of 1908, mounting tensions between the communities had already
erupted into the largest outburst that Palestine had yet seen, when a brawl in
Jaffa escalated, shocking many in the Yishuv with its level of violence, its
potential implications for Zionism, and the discomfiting rumblings of a na-
scent national conflict.”! In an indication of what was to come in the ensuing
decades, it also became a small-scale international diplomatic affair that in-
volved the consulates of a number of countries, as well as the sultan’s gov-
emment in Constantinople.”

A few months later, the change of regime and the boom in the Arabic-
language press in Palestine, much of which became increasingly nationalist in
tone and ever more hostile to Zionism, were accompanied by sporadic conflict
and even bloodshed throughout the country, catapulting Ha-Shomer into a role
of increasing prominence in the Yishuv. Clashes between the colonists in Wadi
Hanin and neighboring Arabs in the spring of 1909 led the former to seek
funding from the Russian Hovevei Zion for “ten Jewish watchmen” and for
weapons with which to arm themselves.”* By 1913, the escalation and perceived
“ill will of the Arab League” led a newly established union of Judean colonies—
colonies that in many cases had rejected Ha-Shomer when it was first founded
in 190g—to request that the group arrange for Jewish guardsmen in all of the
Yishuv’s colonies.”* “Our situation in Palestine,” as the union explained, “has
become dangerous. Our enemies are organizing, and seek to swallow us alive.””®

This new defensive stance and the aesthetic sensibility promoted by Ha-
Shomer began to claim a place of growing importance in the Yishuv’s public
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spaces and, not surprisingly, in its culture of celebration and its national lit-
urgy. When local Arabs paid an unexpected visit to the 1912 Herzl Day cele-
brations by the Sea of Galilee, the uneasy dialectic of enmity and admiring
emulation took center stage as one of the event's symbolic imperatives. The
organizers, one report explained, had in any case “had the wisdom” to incor-
porate a range of physical activities, all of which were distinctly un-Jewish in
any traditional sense. Some, such as horseback-riding competitions and the
salvos of gunfire in the air that accompanied so many of the Yishuv’s cele-
brations, were also manifestly associated with local Arab culture and reflected
the attempt to cast the new Hebrew at least in part in the image of the local
Arab. But this emulation, this sense of merger with the East, also took on a
more combative tone in the hostile atmosphere of 1912, and the demonstra-
tions of physical prowess, according to the report, were also designed to con-
clusively show, in a reiteration of what was by now becoming a ubiquitous
refrain, “that the Jews are not ‘children of death.’ "’

The unexpected appearance of the Arab horsemen, with the freedom and
confidence they seemed to convey, elicited an initial reaction of fear and jeal-
ousy among the celebrants, who “follow the convoy with a sad and wretched
look,” despondent at their own lack of equivalent health, strength, and courage.
The festive mood was saved, however, by one Jewish rider, who suddenly

clings to the proud Arab, and the two embark on a contest. ... The
whip is raised and brought down upon the Jew: Do you really

dare to overtake me? The Jew clings to his mare. She seems to feel
her rider, and concentrates all of her strength. Once again the
whip is raised in the Arab’s hand, and is brought down upon the
Jew’s cheek. . .. [But] the Jew has won. The eyes [of the Jewish cele-
brants) radiate shimmers of joy and happiness.”

In many senses, the arrival of the Arabs provided a vehicle for the per-
sisting ambivalence and the emulating enmity that now increasingly charac-
terized the Yishuv’s relations with and attitudes toward the Arabs. There was
something fierce in the competition even at the level of this local microdrama
of the broader national conflict as it appears on the pages of the journal's
report. At the same time, however, the means by which the Yishuv hoped to
prevail in this conflict were based at least in part on emulation of the Arabs
and an adoption of what were at least imagined to be Arab ways of life (see
figure 8.2).

Politically, the sense of growing enmity could at times bolster calls for
Ottomanization—and now not always out of identification with an ostensibly
rising East. The combined escalation of violence and the increasingly strident
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Margalit Kalvarisky, a veteran Yishuv activist who, among other things, had
devoted himself to the coeducation of Jewish and Arab children, commenced
political negotiations with leaders of the Arab national movement. Kalva-
risky took pains to convey that the Jewish settlers were not instruments of
imperialism—even of an imperialism of the Orient. “We are not anti-Arab,”
he explained, adding that “we have no desire to become tools in the hands of
the Turks in order to repress our racial brothers, the Arabs.”® In one meeting
with Arab leaders and students, he went so far as to propose the establishment
of “a clandestine alliance between Moslems and Jews."8!

However, even with his earnest commitment to Jewish-Arab coexistence
in Palestine (a commitment he would maintain for many years to come,
among other ways as a founding member of the dovish Brit Shalom in 192s),
Kalvarisky could not close his eyes to certain very real areas where the interests
of the two groups simply clashed. When some of his Arab counterparts
“complained about the fact that the Jews are boycotting Arab labor,” as they
understood the Zionist call for “Hebrew labor,” Kalvarisky sought to dispel
their fears. In a private letter, however, he reflected that

With all of my love for Hebrew labor I find it appropriate to say that
our newspapers must be cautious with their words: “C’est une chose
a laquelle il faut toujours penser mais pas le dire”—say the French
with regard to Alsace. And I say, with regard to Hebrew labor in the
field and in the city, that we must institute it everywhere, but not
declare it openly in the newspapers. Hebrew labor must be, among
us, a mot d’ordre, but not a matter for debate in the press.®?

The Yishuv had begun to view itself as a community on guard. While Kal-
varisky could not, of course, have anticipated the nature of the war that would
soon erupt over (among other things) the Alsace that served him as an analogy,
it was surely clear that his attempts at rapprochement were rooted in, and
assumed, a language of conflict. By 1913, when his negotiations were taking
place, national conflict was emerging as an all-too-evident feature of the Zi-
onist undertaking in Palestine—so much so that even those who were com-
mitted to laying foundations for peaceful relations, such as Kalvarisky himself,
now found their activity to be predicated on the presumption of conflict.%*
Hopes for racial fusion were now increasingly forced to contend not only
with the competing vision of distinctly European new Jews, set apart from their
Arab environment, but with the concrete reality of an increasingly violent
conflict between Arabs and Jews in Palestine. In subsequent decades, inten-
sifying conflict between Arabs and Jews, combined with an array of other
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influential factors—including the annihilation of European Jewry, mass Jew-
ish immigration from Arab lands, and the Cold War, with its implications for
an East-West divide of a whole new kind—would lead the Yishuv and later the
state of Israel to turn increasingly toward the Western world in search of
political allies and cultural partners. A delicate and multifaceted interplay be-
tween Western and Eastern cultural orientations continued, however, through-
out. Its general trajectory was set during the pre-World War I years, when
the foundations were laid for a culture that was neither wholly “Oriental” nor
purely “Occidental,” however these terms were conceived. Ironically, in light
of Zionist hopes for a clearer-cut resolution to the Jews’ uncomfortable position
as cultural intermediaries—as neither fully European nor completely Oriental
themselves—the culture that was now emerging in the Yishuv was one that
selectively incorporated, rejected, and synthesized elements of diverse tradi-
tions into a new Jewish culture that, in an unanticipated reflection of the vision of
some of its architects, seemed to constitute a bridge of persisting ambivalences
between Easts and Wests.

However checkered it remained, the project of constructing that culture
entailed the delineation of new national boundaries. The dramatically chang-
ing circumstances of subsequent decades would provide unexpected avenues
and forms of expression to this Zionist multivocality regarding the lines sep-
arating and crisscrossing East and West and the consequent implications for
inter-Jewish ethnicity and Jewish-Arab relations. The tone of intertwined
anxiety and hope, of kinship and alienation that would continue to characterize
those changes, however, was set in large measure by the first translations of
this ambivalence into tangible cultural and political praxis during the prewar
years.



9

“The Jew Has Died and the
Hebrew Has Been Born”

Making and Locating Cultural Traditions

If the delineation of national boundaries was an important part of
constituting the Yishuv's new Hebrew national culture, the emer-
gence of that culture would also be animated by, and in part depen-
dent upon, a contested repositioning of the national center and its
peripheries. The geographical rearrangement of Jewish life that

the Zionist project called for—the physical relocation of the Jews
from Europe to Palestine—entailed a demand for a concomitant cul-
tural realignment. A self-image as the new center of Jewish life—a
new hub of human geography and the new fulcrum of Jewish
modernity—had been an undercurrent in much of the Yishuv’s cul-
tural work from early on. As a distinct Hebrew culture seemed in
fact to be taking shape in Palestine in tangible and evident ways

in the years that followed the Young Turk revolution, what had
been an undercurrent began now to move to center stage.

The culture that was being generated in Palestine, the Yishuv’s
cultural agents asserted with increasing vehemence, deserved pride
of place in Zionist politics, in the Jewish world, and consequently
(and perhaps most importantly) in determining what Jewishness
would mean in the modern world. By the final years before the out-
break of the First World War, the Yishuv was beginning to chafe
at its traditionally subordinate position in the habitually paternalistic
relationship between the Diaspora and its protégés in Palestine and
had begun to evince an increasing appetite for asserting the pri-
macy of its cultural offering over what was in any case an unhealthy
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Diaspora and its decaying culture, as the most fundamental premises of Zio-
nist thought had long maintained.

The trend toward greater centrality of Palestine in Zionist life, which had
begun to take shape at the Seventh and Eighth Zionist congresses in 190§ and
1907 and by the establishment of an increasing Zionist presence in the Yishuv,
was reinforced by the events of the Young Turk Revolution, which seemed at
once to open new opportunities for work in Palestine and to pose Zionism with
new challenges. The postrevolutionary years saw a redoubling of official Zi-
onist efforts and a virtual fury of cultural activity within the Yishuv, which
seemed to be testing every possible avenue of articulation for what it now
increasingly represented as its distinct cultural voice.

Beginning with the founding of Ha-Po'el Ha-Tza'ir in the spring of 1907
(and its literary section a year later), new journalistic and literary organs were
being launched at what seemed to some a breakneck pace. That same spring,
Hebrew writer Simcha Ben-Zion, who had immigrated to Palestine two years
earlier, inaugurated Ha-Omer, an “anthology for literature, science and current
affairs published in the Land of Israel,” as the cover of the first issue an-
nounced. Although ultimately short lived, Ha-Omer represented a first attempt
to make the Yishuv a center of Hebrew literary activity and to transfer the
fulcrum of Hebrew culture from eastern Europe to Palestine.! A spate of new
journals followed shortly thereafter and with redoubled vigor after the revo-
lution. Some had very specific professional or cultural foci, such as Ha-Hinuch
[Education], which the Hebrew Teachers’ Association launched in 1910, or the
even more specialized Proceedings of the Medical Association in Jaffa, which first
appeared in 1912, with the goal of serving not only as a professional medical
journal, but also as a tool for the creation of a “Jewish medicine” that would be
a critical contributing factor to the formation of a healthy national culture.?

Aimed at a more general audience were also periodicals and newspapers
such as Ha-Herut, which made its first appearance in 1909, and Ha-Ahdut, the
Yishuv’s second Hebrew-language, Labor-Zionist periodical, this one associ-
ated with Po’alei Zion (after the demise of its Yiddish-language Der Onfang,
which had first appeared in 1907). As early as the fall of 1908, Menahem
Ussishkin commented on the “literary mania that is running through the
country now.” Even so long-standing a supporter of the Yishuv and its ultimate
cultural primacy in the Jewish and Zionist worlds would caution at this point
that “little good can come of this frenzy” since most of these initiatives, he
thought, were destined to fail.> Some indeed did, but a surprising number
did not, creating instead an increasingly palpable sense that the Yishuv was
actually beginning to evince the capacity for a certain cultural independence—
and at least some of the material and institutional wherewithal to support it—
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and that it was in fact becoming the center of a new Hebrew culture. By late
1909, one writer in Ha-Shilo'ah would remark that “a significant part of the
new Israel has already been created in Palestine.™*

As some of the early discomfort with Bezalel and other expressions of
Yishuv culture had portended, the emergence of this identifiable culture
generated new sources of friction between the Yishuv and the Jewish centers of
Europe, as the appearance of a new center seemed necessarily to mean at least
a partial relegation of the older ones to the periphery. As the new cultural
praxis—rituals, celebrations, art, language, and more—and the meanings as-
sociated with them came to define the culture of the Yishuv, this also implied
with increasing clarity a partial marginalization of traditional practices that
many Zionists in Palestine now identified as rooted in a culture of exile. As the
preceding chapters have shown, traditional imagery and rituals were at times
mobilized and recast in the Yishuv’s reinvented festivals and celebrations to
become the spearheads of direct assaults on the very traditions from which
they were culled. But if such assaults from Palestine aroused little stir before
1908 (even the exchange between Schatz and Deinard remained within the
confines of private correspondence), in the reality that began to unfold under
the impact of the change of Ottoman regime and the increased Zionist com-
mitment to (and presence in) Palestine, these hints of discomfort erupted into
a number of explosive confrontations.

Shortly after the revolution, the Herzlia Gymnasium—by now recognized in
Palestine and abroad as a central pillar of the Zionist cultural enterprise in the
Yishuv, whose goal it was to create a new generation of native Palestinian
“Hebrews”—emerged as a focus of intense debate in which some of the same
motifs that had been presaged earlier now became points of all but ultimate
concern and catalysts in the changing alignment between Yishuv and Dia-
spora. From its very outset, when Yehuda Leib Metman-Cohen initially es-
tablished the Gymnasium as a private educational venture, he had hoped to
create a school that would reflect his own commitment to the centrality of
Palestine and Hebrew culture in the national renaissance. Later, the school’s
fund-raising policy (and the difficulties it would confront) and its choice of
institutional affiliation were designed as expressions of this pedagogical and
cultural identity. The major donation—the one that would allow for the con-
struction of the Gymnasium’s new building—was obtained from Anglo-Zi-
onist (and philanthropist) Jacob Moser. Despite this support, Menahem
Ussishkin’s concern that the school’s teachers would “have to live as nomads
for no less than half a year just for the purpose of raising funds for the high-
school”® proved all too realistic for its two leading teachers, Chaim Bugrashov
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and Ben-Zion Mossinson, who spent extended periods of time on fund-raising
missions in Zionist communities in Europe.

Although they welcomed the support the school received from the Zionist
Organization and the Odessa Committee, Metman-Cohen and his board
pointedly chose to forego the promise of German government certification—
potentially an important benefit to graduates, who would be readily accepted
into German universities—in order to avoid entanglement with “foreign”
languages and cultures and with the Jewish philanthropic agencies (such as
the Hilfsverein), which were falling into increasing disrepute in the Yishuv.
Instead, in 1911, when the school first opened its upper classes, it requested—
and received—Ottoman certification,® seeking in this way to highlight its na-
tive character and the rooting of its education, its graduates, and their culture in
the Ottoman East.

Even having chosen its allies, however, it was not all smooth sailing for the
Gymnasium. The more it emerged as a distinct voice of the new Jewish culture
in Palestine, the greater the discomfort some of these would-be allies abroad
began to feel at what that voice seemed to be saying. Initial protests came from
the Orthodox-Zionist Mizrahi party, whose representatives at the Eighth Z?-
onist Congress—where official Zionist support of the school was pledged—
charged that the pedagogical tone and cultural outlook of the school were fun-
damentally antireligious. Zionist support for the school, they argued, therefore
constituted a violation of the long-standing status quo, according to which no
step would be taken that might offend the religious sensibilities of Orthodox
Jews. In his efforts to allay the impending storm, ZO president David Wolff-
sohn charged the representatives of the newly established Palestine Office to
look into the matter.

Arthur Ruppin and Jacob Thon confirmed that the school’s outlook was
fundamentally secular and that the Bible, for example, was taught according to
the principles of biblical criticism. Indeed, Bible instruction would soon be-
come the primary focus of dissension. And yet, they argued not only that the
school was an authentic native creation but that it was, moreover, very much a
genuine expression of the spirit of the Yishuv and in particular of the segments
it served. This ought to grant it legitimacy in the eyes of the movement, they
contended, adding that as a national cultural institution, it was unquestionably
worthy of the support of the Zionist Organization.”

It was precisely this authenticity of the school that was the cause of so
much wrath among many Diaspora Zionists, according to Shmaryahu Levin, a
veteran Hovev Zion and a recently elected member of the Zionist Executive,
who attacked what he considered the absurdity of the position taken up by the
gymnasium’s opponents. “So long as the business of establishing schools in
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Palestine was conducted by various organizations outside the national move-
ment,” he wrote, “there was peace in Israel.” Just when the initiative had been
taken to establish a school that would be entirely committed to the national
movement and to the creation and dissemination of a national culture, the
attitude had changed. The gymnasium, according to Levin, ought to be per-
ceived by Diaspora Zionists as

the first attempt. . . to clearly show those who lack faith in the poten-
tial for our rebirth that a new generation must be raised in Pales-
tine; a generation that will be in consonance with the demands of
general human civilization, without being forced, as a result, to lick the
crumbs of a foreign language from under the tables of others.... A
generation that will not suffer from an abyss that divides the real

life with which the child is surrounded from the life that is reflected
in the books.

It was a sad irony, he concluded, that just when “this attempt has been proven
successful, to the credit of the pioneers of our renaissance and in spite of the
non-believers,” the very people who ought to be supporting it were emerging
instead as detractors.®

Levin was convinced that the controversy over educational content stemmed,
at least in part, from the difficulty some Diaspora Zionists were experiencing
in accepting the changing relationship between the Yishuv and the Diaspora
that was the result of the emergence of this new Jewish culture. He urged such
acceptance, however, since increasing Yishuv autonomy ought to be seen as the
fulfillment of Zionist longings. “We are not the guardians of the New Yishuv's
residents,” he maintained. “The students’ parents will never accept overseers
from the lands of exile, whose only advantage is that at the moment they con-
tent themselves with seeing only the shadows of things from a distance.”

The controversies surrounding the gymnasium, however, were all but
built in to the very nature of the project. The school occupied a place in what
was undoubtedly one of the foundational fault lines within the Zionist
movement. “Jewish nationalism,” as Steven Zipperstein has phrased it, “from
its beginnings walked a thin line between secular and religious revivalism,
progressivism and nostalgia, post liberalism and dreams of a Davidic return.”*®
In so delicate a balancing act, the Hebrew gymnasium became the object of
controversy precisely because it sought to chart a distinct path for the Yishuv's
culture that would somehow span, and in some senses conflate, these some-
times uncomfortably coexisting impulses.

For its part, the Zionist Organization, under the often reluctantly accepted
leadership of David Wolffsohn, had its own careful balance to strike between
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two tendencies that had been at odds with one another since Herzl’s earliest
days as the movement’s leader (and, arguably, dating back to the days of Hibbat
Zion). On the one hand was the impetus to fundamentally restructure Jewish
culture and “the Jew” that served as a principal motivating force for many
Zionists. On the other hand was the fear of alienating the small segment of
the Orthodox establishment whose support Zionism had succeeded in obtain-
ing. As a result, the movement’s leadership—itself apparently ambivalent and
divided—sought at times to obscure its association with and support of the
school. During one of his fund-raising trips abroad in anticipation of the
Ninth Zionist Congress, Ben-Zion Mossinson was informed in a letter from
Haim Bugrashov back in Palestine that, on the one hand, the Zionist Central
Bureau had decided “not to provide official support for the Gymnasium, for
fear of Ha-Mizrachi.” Otto Warburg, on the other hand—a leading member of
the Zionist Executive and soon to be the organization’s third president—had
not only “promised to engage in public relations on our behalf” but had al-
ready proven true to his word as well, having aided in the establishment of a
“society for support of the Gymnasium” in Vienna.!!

If fear of the Orthodox wing of the movement was one factor that helped
to stir this ambivalence toward the Gymnasium, the discomfort ran much
deeper and well beyond religious Zionism. It extended in fact to the very core
of the question of culture, where it penetrated into the smallest recesses of
the movement, crossing the lines of Zionist political divisions and affecting
the dynamics even within local Zionist chapters in Europe. Evidence from Ben-
Zion Mossinson'’s fund-raising trip in the fall of 1909 suggests, for example,
that there was considerable interest in and popular support for the gygmnasium
among Zionists in Vienna and Galicia,'?> while other movement chapters,
where Orthodox influence was stronger, were often (but not always) more
reticent.

Mossinson’s planned stop in Warsaw had to be cancelled in light of the
warning he received from Yitzhak Nissenbaum, a prominent member of
Mizrachi in that city, who wrote that public relations on behalf of the Hebrew
gymnasium might not be welcome among Warsaw’s Zionists. While there
might be possibilities for enlisting support on a private basis, “the Zionist
Committee will not agree to” a public lecture. The committee’s general op-
position, Nissenbaum explained, was being spearheaded by Joshua Heschel
Farbstein, another Mizrachi leader, whose animosity was directed primarily
against Mossinson personally, who, in his role as Bible teacher, had introduced
instruction based on biblical criticism into the curriculum. Farbstein, Nis-
senbaum wrote, had “expressly declared that if you speak publicly on behalf of
the Gymnasium, he will use the same opportunity to speak against the Gym-
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nasium and against you. He will surely fulfill this promise. This means that
there will certainly be no benefit to the Gymnasium, and perhaps it might in
fact be to its detriment, in addition to causing a great scandal.”!?

The spillover of this antagonism, moreover, meant that Mossinson would
have to cancel a planned lecture before the local Hovevei Sefat Ever [Lovers of
the Hebrew Language] as well, when Nissenbaum cautioned him that, even
there, he would be treading on thin ice. Although it appeared that Mossinson
would be permitted to speak to its members, the organization insisted on two
preconditions: “1) that you speak in Ashkenazic, rather than Sephardic, accent,
so that you will be understood; 2) that you do not speak about the Gymnasium
for the same reason as stated above.”'*

Mossinson and the gymnasium he had come to Europe to represent were
becoming a battlefield in what was now turning into a struggle over the fate of
Jewish tradition as its centers of gravity were undergoing a revolutionizing
geographical shift—to Palestine in this case and, in a separate development, to
North America. As these points of cultural friction and power struggle dem-
onstrate, the contest over the remnants of a traditional world that was changing
and being changed was now inseparabe from a tug-of-war that was taking
place between the Diaspora and the self-professed center of national revival in
Palestine for primacy and authority in Jewish life. In an unanticipated and
ironic way, Ahad Ha-am’s vision of a spiritual center in Palestine, radiating its
culture and spirit to the Jews of the Diaspora, seemed to be emerging as a
reality. Yet instead of the placid symbiotic relationships that even the dourly
skeptical leader of “cultural Zionism” had envisioned, the connection between
the emerging center and its Diaspora allies was turning out to be a rather
troubled one.

The fact that by 1908-1909, a high school in the backward Ottoman
region of Palestine had acquired the power to cause controversy in so large a
Jewish center as Warsaw was an indication both of the Yishuv’s growing
centrality and of the increasingly problematic dynamics between it and other
Jewish centers. Indeed, even more than the objections of the Zionist Com-
mittee in Warsaw (motivated in large measure, after all, by the powerful sway
of its Mizrachi members), the conditions placed on Mossinson by the Hovevei
Sefat Ever serve as a twofold indication of the growing cultural influence of
matters pertaining to the Yishuv. In their unwillingness to accept a Yishuv
version of the language, with its Sephardi-influenced accent and inflection, the
committee members were effectively asserting a claim for Warsaw as a center
of Hebrew creativity and renewal; Yishuv Hebrew had not yet established itself
as unquestionably hegemonic in the Hebraist world. There was, however, some-
thing of a rearguard action in this resistance, which indicated that the Yishuv's
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Hebrew and the increasingly composite culture of which it was a linchpin had
become significant and powerful enough to justify this vociferous opposition
in so faraway a place—and so powerful a center of Jewish life—as Warsaw. The
controversy surrounding the Gymnasium, as Nissenbaum’s letter indicates,
touched on some of the most fundamental premises—and consequently on
some of the rawest nerves—in the Zionist lexicon. It is not surprising therefore
that the censure of the religious Zionists was soon joined by a chorus of critics
from among precisely the more secularist cultural quarters where the gym-
nasium’s faculty might have expected their most ardent support.

Ha-Shilo’ah—originally established and edited by Ahad Ha’am, now still a
leading organ of eastern European Zionist and Hebraist thought—came to be
one of the primary vehicles in the debate over the Hebrew Gymnasium and the
emerging culture of Palestine’s Jewish youth, thanks in no small measure to
the palpable presence of its editor, Joseph Klausner. For some time, Klausner
had been expressing misgivings and even fears (as he referred to them)'® that
the new culture being created in Palestine was taking on a form not quite in
line with the image expected by those who had first dreamt it some twenty-five
years earlier in Europe. The cultural reality of the Yishuv, as it was reaching
him through the Jewish press (Klausner would not actually visit Palestine and
see its culture up front for another five years) differed in some deeply dis-
comforting ways from the Hibbat Zion vision of national rebirth in Palestine,
of which he had been a part for many years.

“For twenty-five years now,” Klausner had written in 1907, “we have been
basing our longing to settle specifically in Palestine on the claim that there
Jews will be free from the pressures of a foreign culture.” Echoing a classical
Zionist critique of Diaspora Jewish life, Klausner conceded his happiness upon
hearing reports “that many Jews in Palestine have abandoned their exilic
cowardice and the idleness that characterized the study houses of the past, and
that they have returned to life and to courage and to the freshness of nature.”
At times, however, those same reports also made the reality of that life and
those who were living it seem to him deeply disagreeable. Although “the
influence of Hebrew culture is more or less conspicuous throughout Pales-
tine,” he reported, Klausner remained concerned that the Jews of the Yishuv
were not as free from the influence of foreign cultures as he might have hoped,
having now begun to absorb the influence of Arab culture (“a primitive culture,
which—notwithstanding its many positive aspects—also suffers from a num-
ber of enormous drawbacks”) in place of the European cultures in which they
had been immersed before.'® Klausner’s concerns spiraled with the eruption of
controversy surrounding the Gymnasium, which seemed to him to introduce
a sense that the Yishuv's new Jewish culture was threatened not only by the
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pressures of a “foreign” culture but also by forces that were at the very heart of
the Hebrew cultural and educational institutions.

The kind of cultural Zionism that Ha-Shilo’ah represented was the almost
exclusive creation of Jews who had been raised in a traditional Jewish envi-
ronment, with which they had subsequently broken after having discovered the
world of “general” culture. Their break with traditional Judaism emerged out
of —and continued to exist within—an ongoing, if often painful, dialogue with
that tradition. It was this painful aspect of the dialogue that created the “fissure
in the heart” of these Jews—a term that became virtually omnipresent and
axiomatic for many of Klausner’s generation. A central goal of the new variety
of Jewish education that was developed both in Europe and in Palestine was to
obliterate that split between what is “Jewish” and what is “human.”

Part of the backdrop for the conflict that emerged over the character of
the younger generation in Palestine seems to have been provided by a clash
of two conflicting longings that characterized cultural Zionism and to which
Klausner gave particularly articulate voice. The first was a desire to raise a new
generation that would be undivided, free of the psychical-spiritual ruptures
that shaped the experiences and mental world of its parents and educators.
This, however, seems to have collided with an instinctive wish for pupils or
children who would be largely molded in one’s own image. Although the
goal of the new education was, in other words, to eradicate that “fissure in
the heart” of the modern Jew, the all but necessary consequence was that, for
the pupils, it often eliminated the tension-fraught dialogue with Jewish tra-
dition that the educators lived. And however painful that dialogue often was, its
loss appears to have been difficult to accept. “Within the depths of the old life,”
Klausner wrote, “there is a gradual, yet incessant, creation of the new life. The
new is latently embodied in the old.” Indeed, the new Hebrew literature, which
played so central a role in the Jewish renaissance, Klausner argued, had—like
his own generation, which had created it—grown out of an intimate, if at times
difficult, familiarity with the world of Jewish tradition, which had shaped their
striving for a renewal of Jewish culture. Mordechai Zeev Feierberg, Hayim
Nahman Bialik, Y. L. Peretz, and Micha Yosef Berdyczewski—quintessential
representatives of the buds of the new, national culture—had “made war their
whole lives on the darkness of religion but have affection for the light that is
contained within it. And they know in the depths of their souls, that this light
and darkness are intermingled, that one cannot exist without the other.”?’
It was this state of “being suspended between these two magnets” that had
made these writers both great and popular, because their reading public lived
the very same experience of suspension between two poles. The Jewish peo-
ple, Klausner wrote (and here he was undoubtedly seeing his own image),
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have liberated themselves from the burden of religion, have entered into
the new general life and enjoy it more or less. But at the same time, they
have not yet forgotten their childhood or the customs in their parents’
home, and they still have a longing for the light contained in the Torah, or for
the customs so filled with religious beauty and the poetics of faith.'®

It was this longing, this sense of the beauty and poetry that the break with
the traditional world had left behind, that was lacking, Klausner wrote, in the
education of the younger generation in Palestine. There, “a new generation has
arisen,” which had both an advantage and a disadvantage over the preceding
generation. “This generation has not suffered any oppression by the practical
commandments [of traditional Judaism], but it has also not felt much of the
poetry that is contained in many of them.” It was, consequently, a generation
that lacked a sense of internal division that had so characterized its prede-
cessors. Almost as though he was unaware of the about-face contained in his
words, given the long-standing tradition that aimed to eliminate the split,
Klausner unequivocally asserted that “it is precisely this ‘fissure’ that enriches
our poetic creations in its many forms.”'® He conceded that “the members of
the new generation are fully national Jews. And more: They are whole Jews,
‘Historic Hebrews.”” However much the production of just such “Hebrews”
may have been a goal for him from a distance, however, he now seemed to
recoil at their (vicarious) sight and at his suspicion that “Judaism to them is—the
Hebrew language and the Land of Israel only. Aside from this, or beyond this,
there is nothing of Judaism,’ there is only humanity.”*°

Klausner’s critique was neither that of the Mizrachi nor was it based on
religious concerns in a conventional sense. He was, after all, a leading figure of
a self-avowedly secular, cultural nationalism (like Ben-Zion Mossinson, for
example, he was a leading figure in bringing principles of biblical criticism to
Hebrew-language scholarship and to a Hebrew reading public). His concern,
in other words, was focused on the substance of essentially “secular” national
forms and the national education that ought to shape the world of the first
generations of fully national Jews. In the construction of a national pedagogy-
and a viable national consciousness, in which the children would be brought
closer to their nation, to the land, and to the language, Klausner now sug-
gested, one must turn to the “poetry” of traditional Jewish rituals and sources.
The Gymnasium'’s declared neutrality vis-a-vis “the variety of religious ten-
dencies contained within Judaism” was to him deeply disconcerting.?! Given
the formidable obstacles facing the new education, it was clear, Klausner ar-
gued, “that for a number of generations at least, we will be unable to place a pure
Hebrew nationalism (which has two principles only: Hebrew and the Land of
Israel), instead of the Jewish religion.”*



“THE JEW HAS DIED AND THE HEBREW HAS BEEN BORN” 199

Traditional religious doctrines and forms, Klausner maintained, were not
to be cherished as vessels of eternal truths to which the child must be expected
to cling throughout life. On the contrary, he anticipated—indeed, he hoped—
that a day would come in the life of any child when “only their faint aroma will
remain in their eternal memory, but this aroma will bring forth national flow-
ers such as were produced in our literature by Bialik and Feierberg and their
friends.” In order for such creativity to be possible, however, “one must not
deny the young Hebrew the flowers of religious myth.” The revolution that was
embodied in the effort to produce a new culture in Palestine, in other words,
must not be too revolutionary. In its attempts to create something fundamen-
tally new, it must also return “to the good that is contained in the old” and must
draw upon the religious power of the tradition as a nationalizing force.*

Klausner had an acute awareness of the religious dimensions of his
modern, secular, nationalism. Indeed, nationalism was to him the only viable
modern replacement for the traditional society from which he and his gener-
ation had emerged as it seemed to come crashing down around them. But
given that collapse, the agents of nationalization in the Yishuv must be up to
the task and recognize that the national culture they were in the midst of cre-
ating would have the power to nationalize the masses only if based on a utili-
zation of the religious customs and traditions of the past.

Klausner was pleased, for example, with the refreshed power given to old
festivals such as Hanukah, Passover, and Tu-Bishvat through their new forms
of celebration (see figure g.1). His displeasure stemmed from the fact that
these seemed to him to be unconscious and almost accidental creations.
“The teachers in Palestine,” he wrote, “are creating national-religious creations
unconsciously. . .. They imagine that they are busying themselves with exclusi-
vely national festivals and they do not see that they are reviving ancient holi-
days, which would have been long forgotten had it not been for Jewish
religion.” This adoption and adaptation of traditional festivals was of particular
importance, furthermore, since it was clear to Klausner that “no movement in
the world can become a mass movement if it does not become a matter of faith and
religion.”** Although the full source of his discomfort seems to have remained
just below the surface of full articulation, Klausner seems in effect to have been
suggesting that the Zionist attempt to wrest the reins of power from the
clutches of traditional religious authority was ultimately doomed to failure as a
nationalizing strategy unless it undertook also to reclaim the myth and the
language of sacrality that were concealed within the garments of tradition.
Indeed, even the attempt to strip that language of its traditional garb seems in
Klausner's thought to be both an essential component of the nationalist pro-
gram and yet a very tenuous enterprise indeed.
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In the many responses that ensued, two of the most central and repeated
complaints leveled at Klausner had to do with his understanding of religion
and of the religious dimension of the Jewish national renaissance. First, the
instrumentalization of religion and its use as a tool—even if one for so os-
tensibly noble a cause as the nationalization of the Jewish masses—was re-
jected out of hand by a number of respondents as embodying precisely the kind
of religious hypocrisy—religious formalism stripped of its sacral core—that
the Zionist project in Palestine was supposed to uproot.* One attack, by Yosef
Aharonowitz, argued simply that the entire matter of the place of religion in
the schools was of little interest to the new Jews in Palestine. Aharonowitz
leveled a portion of his response at Klausner's claim that the abandonment of
Hebrew speech—the central pillar of the nationalist education—Dby the Yish-
uv’s youth was one indication of the weakness of a national education that was
devoid of these religious components. “Dr. Klausner, however, sees a remedy
for [the decline of Hebrew] in the Etrog and lulav, in Hoshanot and in the Friday
night meal” (all symbols of traditional Jewish rituals), Aharonowitz mocked.
“We, however, the complete heretics, whose hearts are not moved even by the
closing prayer of Yom Kippur, consider this entire question to be a question of
literature and no more.”2¢

Moshe Smilansky, on the other hand, took the substance of Klausner’s
claims with a greater degree of seriousness and focused on one argument that
went to the heart of the cultural efforts taking place in the Yishuv. Unfamiliar
with the reality of the Yishuv, Smilansky argued, Klausner was simply mis-
taken in his analysis of the loss of Hebrew among the Yishuv’s youth. The
reason that many graduates of the Yishuv’s Hebrew educational institutions
forgot their Hebrew had nothing to do with their lack of sufficient religious
education. The education that many of the Yishuv's younger generation re-
ceived was in fact religious, Smilansky argued. A quick look at the reality in
various colonies, moreover, would reveal that precisely those who came from
more traditional homes were the first to forget or abandon their Hebrew
speech. “They are the first to return to speak in Jargon [Yiddish] mixed with
Arabic, and they are the last to respond to any spiritual awakening. It is they
who look upon anything that extends beyond the limits of their foreign ma-
terial existence with utter indifference.”?’

In clear contradistinction to this deracinated youth, according to Smi-
lansky, there were other young men and women in the Yishuv who were
utterly indifferent to matters of traditional religion and its formal rituals but
who “devote all of their powers to the revival of the Hebrew language.”?® What
was lacking in many of the Yishuv’s schools was not a nostalgic return to old
religious customs but rather a much more Palestinian focus: “What must be



202 BECOMING HEBREW

taught,” Smilansky argued, “is knowledge of the land, its nature, its flora and
fauna, and its work.”?® The land, in other words, had obviated the need for the
religious traditions of the past, at least for those Jews who now lived there. “The
days of the poetry of the etrog are gone,” Smilansky admonished

long gone, never to return. There is no turning back..... In exile, we
needed the poetry of religion to maintain us in our nationality. In
Palestine, we wish to—and can—educate nationalists who are
healthier, whose nationalism is based on their lives in the present
rather than on memories of a distant past that exist in writing. In
place of religion, which is progressively dying, we wish to give them a
language and a land and the life of a free nation. . . . Our children will
not maintain the religious traditions because they will be unable to
maintain them, just as even those who cry in longing for the poetry
that is contained in them no longer maintain them. We wish and
hope that our children will be good national Jews even without these
exilic means.*°

Whatever poetry or religious force might be necessary for Zionism’s task
of national mobilization, according to Smilansky, it was not to be found in the
old traditional religion, which, being in its essence exilic, had long since be-
come little but an empty shell. He rejected Klausner's claim that the newly
invented national festivals in Palestine were taken in any substantive way from
exilic religious traditions and that they drew on them for much of their spirit.
The two kinds of festivals, he argued, could hardly be compared since one was
a product of exile, whereas the other was the creation of free people in an
atmosphere of a free nation in its own land. Rooted in the reality of the land,
the spiritual dimension of the festivals being celebrated in the new Palestine
was in fact so distinct from that of galut, according to Smilansky, as to make
any meeting point between the two impossible. “We feel a great spiritually
motivating power in our national historical celebrations,” he wrote,

and we strive to improve upon them from year to year. If

Dr. Klausner wishes to see in this a religious instinct—so be it.

I know, however, that those whose religious instinct is not in doubt
are opposed to our celebrations and try to obstruct us—at times pas-
sively, and at times actively. I know that those who hear the poetry of
the etrog have no understanding whatsoever of our national cele-
brations, and consider them something which corrupts the youth.*!

This was not, as Smilansky saw it, a debate about the proper place of
religion in a modern Jewish school, as it might appear to be and as some others



“THE JEW HAS DIED AND THE HEBREW HAS BEEN BORN" 203

in fact understood it.’? It was a head-on collision between an approach to
spiritual life that sought vitality and one that could not liberate itself from the
decay and death of exile. The new rituals and celebrations such as the “hiking
and traveling ... shooting contests, riding competitions,” which were central
pillars of the Yishuv's celebrations and to the uninitiated might provoke “fear
of ‘foreign cultures,’” Smilansky argued, provided Yishuv culture with a
“vigorous substance that awakens the nerves and the youngsters’ blood, ban-
ishing [the] boredom” of the traditional Jewish world.*?

Although like Klausner, Smilansky too leaves this incompletely articu-
lated, his understanding of the clash between their two conceptions—and the
seemingly inherent incompatibility between “the poetry of the etrog” and the
spirit of national celebration—indicates that what was at stake was a conflict of
opposing sacralities. As Smilansky frames it, moreover, it was an opposition
for which there could be no shared resolution for the Yishuv and the Diaspora
alike, due to the inherent mutual untranslatability of the two contending
poetries. The change of geography from the Diaspora to Palestine had served
as the basis for a fundamental shift in spiritual constitution for those who had
undertaken it and, as a corollary, in the cultural expressions and manifesta-
tions of that spirit. The traditions and customs for which Klausner longed,
Smilansky argued, were products of exile and were destined to die along with
it. It was consequently no surprise to him that Klausner purportedly failed to
understand the new national celebrations. Palestine’s new traditions, Smi-
lansky argued, were both designed for, and produced by, those who had already
grown distant from the harmful environment of a putrefied exile and had
purified themselves of its contamination.

The style and rhetoric surrounding the November 1910 celebration of Eliezer
Ben-Yehuda’s thirtieth anniversary in Jerusalem expressed this connection
between particular traditions and the specific location in which they were
rooted more explicitly, perhaps, than any other event. The event, held in the
city’s Beit Ha-am (House of the Nation)—“where else could such a general and
national celebration be held?” as Ha-Or asked—was hailed as Jerusalem’s “first
living, national celebration after two thousand years of exile and destruction.”
The festivities, according to one report, attracted a crowd that included “many
who had never before visited this house,” a composite representation of “Jer-
usalem in its entirety.” The set adorning the stage of the Beit Ha-am was
carefully assembled as a piece of public theater in which Ben-Yehuda was cast
in the dual roles of national symbol and local symbol of a resurgent Jerusalem.
Its centerpiece was “a small tent made of Hebrew flags, with a powerful
[spot]light flooding it with light from above.” The image of the Palestine sun
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that the light was intended to evoke was complemented by the “surrounding
green branches and flower decorations” that adorned the tent, recalling (even
in the indoors) the renewed bond with the local flora. Scattered on the table at
which Ben-Yehuda was seated were “thick books, his various newspapers, a
quill and an inkwell.” As he sat on stage, a series of speakers representing
various sectors of the Yishuv came forward, often dressed in dark clothing
offsetting Ben-Yehuda’s white, to offer congratulations and national wishes.
The most definitive of the speeches was given by Jacob Thon (who had im-
migrated to the country a mere two years earlier to become Arthur Ruppin’s
right-hand man in the Palestine Office), who proclaimed that, through his
tireless linguistic-cultural work rooted firmly in the land, Ben-Yehuda had
created in Palestine “the new [human) type we have all been looking for,
fundamentally different from the exilic type.” By planting the Hebrew lin-
guistic and cultural revival deep in the soil of Palestine, Thon declared, Ben-
Yehuda had been the first to demonstrate that within his very soul “the Jew has
died and the Hebrew has been born!” Thon’s words, according to the report,
were followed by a “storm of applause.”*

If the French Revolution, as Paul Connerton has written, involved “a
severing of a head and a change in the clothes people wore,”’ in Zionist
Palestine the severing of the head was, happily, more figurative than literal, the
literal severing replaced for some by the geographical amputation of the for-
mer European home in “exile.” The change in people’s clothing and their
bodily comportment as representations and means of transmission for a form
of collective memory and identity (the broader context of Connerton’s dis-
cussion as well) was quite as literal in this case as well.

Culture, in other words—in its mundane and its sacred alike—could not
be created generically, Smilansky and Thon seemed to imply; and their new
national culture was the distinct product of Palestine, its residents, and their
particular spiritual composition. It consequently mandated a radically new
understanding of traditional religious Judaism and indeed the creation of a
new national religion that was not only different from the religion of exile but
fundamentally at odds with it. The implicit tension between a potential cultural
isolationism on the one hand, and on the other, the Yishuv’s image of itself as a
new axis of Jewish culture that was a reclamation of a true and long-dissipated
spirit and was destined to influence world Jewry, would be an enduring feature
of the sometimes strained relationship for many decades to come.

When veteran Hovev Zion Zalman Epstein added his voice to the debate over
the Gymnasium and the Yishuv’s emerging culture, he phrased his concern in
terms of the new boundaries that the controversy seemed to be etching for
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nationalism from the religious tradition or from some form of religious faith.
The Gymnasium’s education consequently threatened to make its graduates
“a withered limb in terms of the national-spiritual understanding of all of
Israel.”%¢

For Smilansky, those who insisted on clinging to the religious tradition of
exile would soon find themselves on the “outside” of the new Jewish culture.
That tradition was in any case dying, and the new direction that Jewish civi-
lization was taking was that which was developing in the Yishuv. It was,
moreover, as he believed and hoped, a radical departure from the exilic tradi-
tion. For Epstein, on the other hand, there was a distinct danger that, given the
nature of its educational and cultural activities, the Yishuv was removing itself
from the circle of Jewish civilization and the primary fonts of sustenance for
the Jewish spirit. It was a debate that was at once about tradition and its
geographical and figurative locations. Was Palestine the center, as Ahad Ha’am
had envisioned, and would its influence determine the circumference as well?
Or was the culture of Jewish Palestine, as Epstein would have it, a dangerous
divergence from the fundamentals of Jewish culture and one that would leave
the Yishuv beyond the boundaries of Jewishness?

It was not long before Ahad Ha’am himself joined in the fray. Although he
too had some criticism of the gymnasium, he wrote, his primary goal was to
defend it against the perception that this was a battle between the camp of the
“Philistines” and that of Jewish culture.}” Ahad Ha’am had just returned from
his most recent visit to Palestine, which had changed his overall estimation of
the prospects of a national revival there—from one of dour pessimism to a
sense that “the road to the ultimate goal remains long, but even the simple eye
can already see it on the distant horizon.”*® That goal was the creation of “a
permanent center for the spirit and culture of our nation, which will constitute
a new spiritual bond between the nation’s scattered pieces, and will shower
them with its spirit, awakening them to a new national life,”** and his new
estimation of its progress was, for him, an expression of virtually unprece-
dented optimism.

Much of the sentiment that had been expressed against the Gymnasium,
Ahad Ha’am argued, stemmed from misperceptions and misunderstandings.
In fact, the Gymnasium was evidence of “a very healthy seed, which has the
ability to develop nicely given the proper conditions.”* It was indeed the
Gymnasium’s task, Ahad Ha’am agreed (with both sides), “to create through
Hebrew education in Palestine a new model of an educated Jew, in whose spirit
the national Hebrew element will be completely united with the general hu-
man element, thus creating a single, whole being, devoid of internal contra-
dictions, without that ‘fissure in the heart.’ "*! Ahad Ha’am concurred with the
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Diaspora critics who maintained that the study of Jewish sources must hold a
central and prominent place in the education provided by the Gymnasium. He
differed with them, however, on their perception of the reality. “The truth is,”
he informed them, “that the Gymnasium itself is more ‘kosher’ than its pro-
gram, and the pupils emerge from it with much more than ‘some notion’ of
religion, prayers, holidays etc.”*? What criticism he did have, he added, was
largely the natural outcome of the fact that the school was still a pioneering
experiment that could not be expected to know its precise path when it had just
barely begun to operate.

One central point, however, seemed to him to be of vital importance. The
Yishuv’s understanding of its culture’s relation to the Jewish past and tradition
raised concern regarding the emerging relations between the budding spiritual
center and the Diaspora. “The deep desire for a revival of the nation in its own
land,” Ahad Ha’am wrote

and an awareness of the important role which education must play
in the attainment of this ideal, has led the teachers in Palestine to
invest the whole of their spirit in the distant past, when our nation
lived an independent and free national life in its own land. And since
they are at all times surrounded by the very air of the land which
our prophets and kings of old breathed, they are in danger of
imagining the connection with that distant past as an unmediated
bond, as though two-thousand years of exile were nothing but a
passing, external phase which must be removed from the heart; as
though every indication of its influence on our national spirit must
be obliterated. “Negation of exile”—this is the source of a great many
other “negations” which one often encounters in Palestine, and which
arouse in us a sense of bewilderment and sorrow.*?

More than a mere emotional revulsion and pain that this radical negation
of the Diaspora and its culture aroused, however, Ahad Ha’am argued that it
would be fatal for the production of a healthy national culture. Notwith-
standing the deep emotions that presence in the land might stir, he cautioned,
“one cannot skip over two-thousand years of history and educate ‘ancient Jews’
today, as though they were living in the generation of Isaiah.” Whatever his
new optimism regarding the emergence of a national spiritual center in Pa-
lestine, a temporal leap such as the one the gymnasium’s educators ostensibly
proposed would effectively set new boundaries to Jewish life, but rather than
placing them at the vanguard, it would leave them on the outside. “If one
removes the middle links from the historic chain,” Ahad Ha’am advised, “its
beginning and its end fail to meet.” An education that would disconnect the
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Jewish child in Palestine from those middle links—the centuries of Diaspora
existence—would consequently “make matters so confused for him that he will
not know what his place is in the world in which he lives, in what manner he is
related to the rest of his people, who continue to be ruled by ‘the spirit of
exile.’ "%

The coincidence of Ahad Ha-am’s new estimation of the Yishuv as a
budding spiritual center and the eruption of this cultural struggle between the
Yishuv and the Diaspora was not an accident. A distinct culture now seemed to
be emerging in Palestine, and as it grew in complexity, he argued, so too did its
connection with that of the Jews outside of Palestine. As the Yishuv’s culture
consolidated and crystallized, it would demand an even greater position of
independence, in the process asserting its uniqueness as opposed to Diaspora
Jewry and tending toward a cultural isolationism rooted in the belief that an
impenetrable barrier separated the culture of “exile” from that of the national
rebirth.

At the same time, however, the Yishuv would demand for its culture a
position of increasing hegemony over Zionist (and, ultimately, Jewish) culture,
a demand rooted in the thesis that only in Palestine, where Jews were in direct
contact with the very soil of Jewish culture and lived in relative independence,
could their culture be developed freely and authentically. For a nation to be able
to develop its culture unhindered, as Rachel Yanait explained, it must “stand
on its own in its economic life and [be] independent from others in its political
destiny and in its cultural creativity.” Hebrew culture in the Diaspora, she
argued, was therefore necessarily “like a prisoner, unable to develop freely.”*
Only in Palestine would a Jewish (or Hebrew) culture develop unobstructed,
and this was in itself a seal of authenticity that ought to accord it special
standing in the Jewish world. As A. D. Gordon contended, in Palestine “the
Jewish people’s original creative force awakens upon first contact, because here
it is nourished from the soil in which it was planted.”*® The new national
sacrality being created there, its unique link to the land in which it was rooted,
and its consequent uneasy stance vis-a-vis the traditional Jewish religion of the
Diaspora were fundamental to the re-creation of the new Jewish nation in its
historic home.

Before the polemics surrounding the Gymnasium had dissipated, a new storm
broke out that replayed and sharpened some of the very same issues, including
the boundaries of Jewish nationhood, the relationship between traditional re-
ligion and the new national culture, and the connection between the Diaspora
and the emerging center in Palestine. The incident surrounded a particularly
provocative article by author Yosef Haim Brenner, one of the cultural icons of
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the increasingly prominent Labor-Zionist youth, who had immigrated to Pa-
lestine in 1909. Although the “Brenner affair,” as the flood of accusations,
counteraccusations, and power plays that ensued came to be known, has been
described at length (including a book-length study),*’ the increased cultural
and material independence that the Yishuv demanded and was able to obtain
as its result, and the connection between this increased autonomy and ques-
tions of new and old traditions, merit some attention here as well.

In the controversial article that ignited what turned out to be a highly
volatile spark, Brenner criticized the persistent concern in the European Jewish
press over Jews who chose to be baptized, arguing that those who took that
final step out of the Jewish fold were hardly a loss to the nation since they were
invariably individuals who had effectively placed themselves outside the
bounds of Jewishness even before their full-fledged breakaway. Missing
Brenner’s bitingly ironic tone, some of those who responded deemed his
column at best an acceptance of baptism as a legitimate step and at worst an
implicit call (in the service of “the [Christian] Mission,” according to one re-
spondent) to Jewish youth to join the church.*®

The most inflammatory lines in Brenner'’s article were those in which he
insisted that the national rebirth in Palestine meant an entirely new means of
drawing the boundaries of Judaism and that the traditional criteria by which
this had been done for generations in the Diaspora were now defunct. “The
question of our Jewish life,” Brenner wrote, “is not the question of Jewish
religion,” nor ought the “survival of Judaism” to be of any concern at all. The
Jews who were engaged in the production of a healthy, new national culture—
“we free Jews,” in Brenner’s terms—“have nothing whatsoever to do with
Judaism, and yet we are nevertheless inside the collective no less than those
who lay tefilin and grow tzitzis.”*

Notwithstanding the strong reservations many respondents from within
the Yishuv expressed, the affair quickly took on the tone of a Yishuv-Diaspora
divide and indeed resulted in a new alignment of power between the Yishuv
and its would-be supporters abroad. This was to a large degree the consequence
of the Odessa Committee’s decision to withdraw its financial support of Ha-
Po’el Ha-Tza'ir pending the appointment of a new editorial board.* In Pa-
lestine, this step was seen—even by many of those who had been offended by
the substance of Brenner’s argument—as the transformation of a debate into a
struggle for free speech and the Yishuv’s right to independently determine its
own policies (editorial or otherwise) without accepting dictates from patrons
living abroad. Popular support for the journal was expressed not only in
writing but also in a Yishuv-wide campaign to raise the financial means that
would allow the paper to continue to appear in spite of the withdrawal of
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Hovevei Zion's support (which in any case amounted to only about ten percent
of Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir's operating costs).>! Taking aim at Ahad Ha’am, who had
helped to spearhead the campaign to cut off support, and stressing the
transvaluation of spiritual values implied by the geographical transfer of the
spiritual center to Palestine, one report on the fund-raising campaign crowned
Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir the “spiritual center” for the Jewish workers of Palestine.*

One Palestine resident who had little sympathy for Brenner’s views was
A. D. Gordon. Whatever his reservations, however, he found the attempt to
censor Brenner or Ha-Po’el ha-Tza'ir and to impose on the Yishuv a discipline
from abroad more odious than the offending article itself. Not only was this
an infringement on the Yishuv's freedom and independence, he argued, but
it also illustrated the chasm that had come to separate the sensibilities and
outlooks of Yishuv and Diaspora Jews, respectively. In Palestine, he explained,
the expression of even such objectionable views as the ones in Brenner’s piece
was simply not as threatening as it was to Jews in the Diaspora since “in
Palestine a Jew does not need to constantly measure his national pulse every
hour [as he does in the Diaspora), for in this sense he is entirely healthy.” In
the place where a full national life was in the process of being created, it had
simply “never occurred to us that an individual’s opinion could pose a threat
of any kind to the wholeness of Jewry.”>?

As Brenner himself indicated in one of his responses to his critics, the
struggle between the Yishuv and the Diaspora was now interwoven at its very
core with a conflict over the place of traditional Judaism in the emerging center
and its nascent culture. Attacking what Joseph Klausner had termed the “ar-
rogance” of “our young and still tender Yishuv,”** Brenner complained that
Diaspora Lovers of Zion such as Klausner, for whom “national ideals” were an
abstraction, “would like to see the residents of Palestine as machines to cul-
tivate the eggs of the national ideals which he has raised from the books.” In
Palestine, however, where Jewish culture was a function of actual life, “we
arrogant people will not be cowed by [claims in the name of] the totality of
Judaism. ... Our own freedom of thought and feeling is more important to
us.”>® Brenner now translated and transported the conflict between “life” itself
and the yoke of “the book"™—a recurring theme in modern Hebrew literature
since the early days of Haskalah—into the struggle between an ostensibly
dictating and suffocating Diaspora (replacing the book) and the new Hebrew
life of Palestine, where an authentic wholeness—radically dissimilar to the
claims for wholeness made in exile—was being forged.

Nurit Govrin has argued that the Brenner affair resulted in “the center in
Palestine growing stronger and . . . discovering the powers hidden within it.”%
She adds that to the extent that the affair was an expression of strife over the
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reconstitution of Jewish national identity, it was left unresolved and continues
to this day. While there is, of course, a great deal of validity to this, it seems also
that the inherent fusion of the two aspects of the struggle meant that the
Yishuv’s “victory” on one front entailed important achievements on the other
as well. As the Yishuv's economic and material position vis-a-vis its sponsors
abroad was reinforced through the struggle—indeed, Ha-Po'el Ha-Tza'ir was
now able to appear weekly rather than biweekly—it was also able to more
firmly assert the role it claimed as a site of a refigured Jewishness and a
significant focal point in a realignment of the Jewish world.

Another “war” would yet break out over the character of the Yishuv's Hebrew
culture and its relationship with foreign sponsors before the world war would
forever alter the playing field. By the end of what would come to be known as
the “language war,” the Yishuv would emerge as a budding national entity with
increasing power to determine its own cultural course and as an authority with
substantial cultural impact on the Zionist and Jewish world beyond. The
language war, which broke out before the storm surrounding Brenner had had
time to fully subside, proved, in fact, to be of far greater magnitude, and its
shock waves reached the highest levels of international diplomacy and politics
while providing a showcase for what now appeared to be at least the prelimi-
nary ripening of a Jewish national life and culture in Palestine.






10

Language Wars and
Other Wars

The seeds of this final battle for a distinct Yishuv cultural style and
substance and for its relative independence from the legacy and hold
of the Diaspora were sown as early as 1907, with the first visit to
Palestine by Paul Nathan of the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden.

It was then that the idea of establishing a Jewish technical institute
of higher education (known initially as the “Technikum”) in Palestine
under the auspices of that organization was first circulated, bringing
Nathan and his idea extensive acclamation among the Yishuv’s cul-
tural and educational elite. To Eliezer Ben Yehuda, Nathan had proven
himself a great “friend of the Yishuv,”! whose educational initiative
would be an important step in eradicating the profusion of languages
that divided the Jewish community there. “Who knows,” Ben Yehuda
wrote excitedly, “if we might not very soon live to see a Jewish institute
of higher scientific learning in Jerusalem—a higher institute in which
the language of instruction will be Hebrew.”* By the time the first stones
were being laid for the Technikum four years later, however, the
initiative was coming under intense fire from the Hebraist cultural
front, and Nathan, so recently declared the Yishuv’s great friend, was
being vilified as a nefarious enemy.

The conflict that erupted in the autumn of 1913 and quickly be-
came an intensely bitter battle marked a dramatic shift in the relations
between the Yishuv's cultural elite (and, as it appears, a significant
portion of the rank-and-file population) and the German-Jewish phi-
lanthropy. In marked contrast to the more veteran French-Jewish
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Alliance Israélite Universelle, which Zionists in Palestine deemed early on to
be brazenly un-Hebrew and unsympathetic to the Zionist enterprise, the
Hilfsverein had been an important partner to Zionist educators in the early
years of the twentieth century. And although it was from the outset an alliance
of convenience between committed Zionists and an organization that “lost no
opportunity to stress that [it] was completely detached from Zionism” and
cautioned against the “Jewish chauvinism” with which Zionism was ostensibly
infected,’ it was nevertheless both cordial and efficacious.

The Hebrew kindergarten that had raised such tremendous hopes among
Zionist educators in the Yishuv for a young generation of new Hebrews in
Jerusalem (see chapter 4) had been founded with the assistance and financial
backing of the Hilfsverein. The association’s representative in Jerusalem,
Ephraim Cohn-Reiss, was hailed as a virtual hero for his role in obtaining his
organization’s support for the establishment of a training seminary for He-
brew teachers in the city in 1903 as well. Like the kindergarten, this initiative,
too, Hashkafa promised, would surely bestow upon the German-Jewish phi-
lanthropy “the good will of all who desire the advancement of our nation
here.”* Abraham Elmaliach, long involved in education, especially within
Jerusalem'’s Sephardic community, claimed to speak “in the name of the entire
young generation of Palestine” in using familiar Zionist language to convey to
Cohn-Reiss and the Hilfsverein “the blessings of Zion and Jerusalem.”®

By 1908, however, the desire of some Hebrew educators for local
Palestinian primacy in the establishment of educational institutions and in
curriculum development, exemplified as early as autumn 190§ with the estab-
lishment of the Committee for a National Hebrew Education (see chapter 3),
was beginning to evince early signs of a growing militancy. Part of this in-
creased assertiveness can be attributed to the more palpable presence and
mounting influence of the Labor-Zionist pioneers and primarily the newly
founded journal of Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir. There, even as early as Paul Nathan's
visit to Palestine, as Hashkafa was singing the praises of his friendship to the
Yishuv, the tone was markedly different. Whatever credit he deserved for being
“perhaps the first western (Jew] to understand the damaging superfluity of
European languages in the colonies’ schools,” one commentator argued, Na-
than was nevertheless one more liberal Western Jew who was inherently in-
capable of understanding the organic and authentic spirit of national Jewry.®

Another columnist, writing after Nathan had come and gone, complained
that those who had been hoping for “the victory of common sense over false
patriotism” and the consequent allocation to Hebrew of its “appropriate place”
in the teachers’ seminary could only have been disappointed at the results.
Although he had “announced to everyone when he came that he favors the
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Hebrew language,” his caution to the teachers lest they be “chauvinistic” in
their application of this predilection was an indication that Nathan's true
purpose all along had in fact been “the strengthening of German as against
French.” His work in the Yishuv and ostensibly on its behalf, in other words,
was no more than a tool for the advancement of his true loyalties in the Franco-
German rivalry over cultural and political influence in the Ottoman Empire
and the Holy Land in particular. Hebrew, to Nathan and the Hilfsverein, as this
author concluded, was little more than a tactical “camouflage” in his efforts on
behalf of German culture and Germany itself.’

Before long, similar sentiments found their way onto the pages of Hash-
kafa as well. Educator Eliezer Pepper, who had been a central figure in the
appeal for a committee for a national Hebrew education in 1905 (shortly after
his immigration to the country the previous year), aligned himself with Ha-
Po’el Ha-Tza'ir in cautioning the Hilfsverein and its representatives in Pales-
tine not to be “misled” by the large number of students enrolled in their
schools. Those students were there because the schools, Pepper stated, “are
closer to us [in spirit] than any others that exist in Palestine,” but this should
not be taken as an indication of complete satisfaction. In a recent meeting with
students in some of the Hilfsverein’s schools, he added, he had heard vocif-
erous complaints about “the increased emphasis on the study of German,
which is unnecessary for our lives here.”®

At the time (spring 1908), this remained for the most part a simmering
undercurrent. During the years that followed, however, with the increased
sense that a distinct culture was in fact emerging in the Yishuv and that it had
acquired some of the requisite material means for a degree of independence
from the Diaspora, the undercurrent became a flood. By late 1913, the dis-
comfort over non-Zionist and non-Palestinian domination of the Yishuv’s
educational institutions—which were among the most important tools of the
Zionist nationalization project—was embedded in a social and cultural infra-
structure that was now sufficiently self-confident to erupt in an outburst of
unprecedented militancy.

When, in the fall of 1913, the Technikum’s international board, composed
of Zionist and non-Zionist representatives from Europe and the United States,
along with the leadership of the Hilfsverein, decided that the principal lan-
guage of instruction in the institute and the associated high school would be
German, the fledgling institution suddenly became the focal point of inter-
national controversy. Given the centrality of the Hebrew language as the nu-
cleus of the Yishuv's Hebrew culture, the conflict rapidly spread into what
was seen as a battle for the life and soul of the emerging national culture. In
their ensuing struggle with the Hilfsverein and in the less overt but no less
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determinative power struggle between the Yishuv and the centers of Zionist ac-
tivity in Europe that attended it, activists in Palestine now asserted that the Yishuv
alone was the legitimate determinant of its cultural agenda. The underlying
demand of the language war was for a fundamental shift in power relations
between the Yishuv and the Diaspora, in which primacy would be transferred to
the Yishuv. If some undercurrent of dissatisfaction with the Hilfsverein was
audible in the years leading up to the outbreak, the sense among Yishuv leaders
that a “war” such as this one could now be viably waged—and won—reflected
the dramatic changes that had taken place during the preceding years.

The experience the Yishuv's Zionists had gained in establishing core
cultural institutions such as Bezalel and the Hebrew high schools in Tel Aviv
and Jerusalem had changed the playing field on which the now-contested
Technikum took shape. By 1910, when the Hilfsverein announced that all of
the graduates of its teachers’ seminary and vocational schools in Jerusalem
would benefit from automatic acceptance into the Technikum, at least one
Hebraist leader in the Yishuv regarded this news not as the boon it might have
been considered some years earlier but as a potential threat to the character of
the Yishuv's Hebrew education and its native Palestinian authenticity in par-
ticular. In an open letter to Ahad Ha’am (one of the Zionist members on the
Technikum board) Bezalel Jaffe protested that this automatic acceptance im-
plied that the Technikum too was a Hilfsverein institution, something that to
him was unacceptable. Ahad Ha’am responded that the Technikum was not a
Hilfsverein institution and that the announcement must have been issued by
the organization’s excessively independent local representatives in Palestine.
Jaffe’s fears do not seem to have been completely assuaged.’

The outbreak was in some sense fortuitous for the Yishuv’s cultural ac-
tivists. If nations have often been forged in the crucible of battle, a certain
impulse existed in the Yishuv well before language war to find a unifying,
nationalizing struggle. The adoption by Ha-Shomer of Kahan’s “blood and
fire,” in which Judea had been felled and in which it would rise again, was, at
the time the organization was founded, more an expression of wishful
thinking than of the reality of Palestine, where there was as yet little blood and
fire to go around (that would come soon enough). The importance attributed to
the commemoration of the earliest fallen shomrim and the relative immediacy
with which this was undertaken are indications of the impulse to transform
what still often amounted to local clashes into the stuff of a Garibaldi. Indeed,
one commentator on the first Yizkor (memorial) book that was published in
their honor as early as 1911 wondered whether it was not a sign of excessive
impetuosity “in creating history [and] sanctifying things that can only be
sanctified over generations.”"°
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In the days before the escalation of the Arab-Jewish hostility that came in
the wake of the Young Turk revolution, the nationalizing force provided by a
struggle against a common enemy might have been found elsewhere. Itamar
Ben-Avi had come across an opportunity for such imagery in the cholera
epidemic that afflicted Palestine near the end of 1902. In a rare expression of
approval of what he saw as the Yishuv's quasi-national unified conduct, Ben-
Avi wrote that the Jews had “organized in every neighborhood to defend the
residents against the impending disease.” In this rare moment of unity, he
explained, the fragmented Yishuv “forgot our quarrels [and] our hatreds” and
had come together to become “Hebrews in the Land of Israel.” Thanks to this,
he concluded, the Yishuv had proven uniquely successful in its efforts to
“confront the microscopic enemy and to remain standing on the land, rather
than underneath it.”!!

A drive to eradicate the influence of missionary institutions—primarily schools
and hospitals—from among Palestine’s Jewish population had roots extending
back to the nineteenth century, when missionary schools and hospitals had
begun to proliferate (primarily in Jerusalem) and had set their sights on the
country’s Jews as a particularly important (and safely available) target for
proselytizing.’? Jewish resistance was quick to follow, both in the Orthodox
community and in the modernizing educational activity of organizations such
as the Alliance Israélite Universelle. By the early twentieth century, however,
leadership in Jewish anti-missionary resistance was shifting to the New Yishuv
Zionists. Beginning around 1910, the antimissionary campaign emerged as
a central rallying cry in the Zionist Yishuv’s public discourse and in the cul-
tural, social, and political activities it shaped, reaching an almost fever pitch by
1912. By the spring of 1913, a few short months before the outbreak of hos-
tilities with the Hilfsverein, Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir reported that “the war against
the mission is now the most powerful public action being taken by the en-
lightened,” a category in which it included in particular the Hebrew educators
and the Maccabi Athletic Association as vanguards of the Zionist cultural
undertaking in Palestine.’® Although this struggle against missionary educa-
tional activity permeated the Zionist press during these years (and indeed had
been an important part of the context in which Brenner’s provocative 1910 article
had touched such a raw nerve), its influence on the emerging national culture
and its place in Zionist activity in general still awaits sustained research.

The principal front in the “war against the mission” involved little direct
contact with any missionary institutions themselves, which, with the powerful
backing of European powers, would have made formidable targets indeed.
Instead, it became part of an ongoing Zionist struggle for hegemony within
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the Jewish communities of Palestine, in which the primary opponents were
the nonnationalists of the Yishuv, and the Orthodox community in parti-
cular. The battle against missionary activity coincided with this internal Jew-
ish struggle since many of the Jewish students in the missionary schools
came from within the Orthodox Old Yishuv. Reasons for this included the
absence of frameworks for the education of young girls within the Orthodox
community—a need to which the missionaries often responded in an attempt
to make inroads into the Jewish community’*—and the general poverty of
much of the Old Yishuv, for whom the meals and the extended school day
that the missionary schools offered the children who attended were an often
irresistible windfall.

To Palestine’s Zionists, of course, such reasoning could not expunge what
to them amounted to national ignominy, nor could it obscure what they
deemed its true motivation—an opportunism that smacked of a pathological
lack of national consciousness among both the Orthodox and much of the
country’s Sephardic community. This assessment seemed to be bolstered by
the opposition much of the Orthodox community evinced toward modern,
secular education and especially toward Zionist schools. To some in the Or-
thodox Yishuv, a secular education offered by nominal Jews seems hardly to
have appeared a better, or in any sense a more Jewish, alternative. As one
article in Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir reported, when asked why their children attended
a missionary school rather than that of the Alliance Israélite Universelle, Or-
thodox parents in Safed replied that they saw no difference between the two,
whose common goal was to turn their children into “goyim.”**

Nor did the Zionist Hebraist alternative seem any better—as the opposi-
tion even of religious Zionists to the Herzlia Gymnasium as a bastion of
impiety and heresy indicates. Indeed, so profound was the opposition to some
aspects of the new Zionist education in Orthodox circles that, when the He-
brew Teachers’ Association sought to enlist the support of Jaffa’s rabbi Abra-
ham Yitzhak ha-Cohen Kook in the struggle against missionary education, he
seems to have seen in this appeal an opportunity to further the campaign
against the Gymnasium. His cooperation, he reportedly stipulated, would re-
quire a combined effort that would target both the missionary schools and the
Hebrew high school.'¢

The very notion of turning to Kook as an Orthodox supporter, Yosef
Aharonowitz complained, was evidence of a failure to understand the true
essence of the great effort against the missionary schools. It was, he wrote, a
war against an entire system of “unconscious assimilation,” of which the Or-
thodox Old Yishuv and even Orthodox Zionists such as Kook were an integral
part. It was, in other words, a war of Hebrew culture against an array of
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different forces which, although profoundly different from one another—as in
the case of the missionary schools and Rabbi Kook—now formed a unified
front in opposition to the Hebrew revival. In this campaign for the life of
Hebrew culture, he argued, the Zionist Yishuv could expect no cooperation
from those who were either consciously or unconsciously allied against it. The
fundamental tactic must therefore aim at the grassroots level, directly at those
who tacitly undermined the national project. To this end, Aharonowitz advo-
cated that “the names of the parents who bring this disgrace upon us and send
their children to the missionaries” be made public. By forcing “these indi-
viduals to come face to face with a public that is rising up against them,” he
concluded, this civic-guerilla tactic would in any case “be far more effective
than any casuistic sermons by Rabbi Kook.”"”

When the war against missionary education was still raging a year later,
another correspondent ascribed to it an almost eschatological significance as a
struggle for the very soul of the nation against what he called the “avoda zara”
of missionary education. Adopted with many variations and transformations
into the Yishuv’s discourse during these years, the term avoda zara referred in
traditional Jewish discourse to idolatry (literally, “foreign worship”). In the
context of Labor Zionism, the term had often been mobilized on behalf of the
struggle for Hebrew labor and used as a reference to “foreign labor,” that is,
Arab labor in the Jewish colonies (taking advantage of the equivocal “avoda,”
which, in addition to “worship,” can mean “work” or “labor”). In the struggle
against the missionary schools, this new meaning could be melded into the
religious overtones of the traditional usage for a touch of added ardor, as the
economic and the cultural-educational were fused into the general struggle for
all things Hebrew, the one source of a true sacrality, with many forces of
impurity and false sacrality arrayed against it. “The very same youngsters who
are doing battle against avoda zara in the colonies,” as a Ha-Po'el Ha-Tza'ir
commentator argued, “can and must take up arms against the avoda zara that
exists in the field of education as well.”*®

The Sephardic Zionist Ha-Herut pressed this point further in its juxta-
position of the theologically inspired language of avoda zara with the medi-
calized imagery of a disease that afflicted the education of the Yishuv's
children. In one piece recalling a less than heroic biblical Israel, writer Yehuda
Burla suggested that one ought not to be surprised “that our forefathers took
part in worship of other gods,” a practice that at times included a cult of child
sacrifice. The Yishuv today, he wrote, “with our own hands, without being
forced or coerced from without,” was repeating that false worship by “happily
and blindly handing our children over to. . . a new avoda zara—the missionary
and Jesuit schools in our country.”?
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Coming from within the Sephardic community of Jerusalem and aimed at
a Sephardic readership whose educational orientation seems to have been
disproportionately inclined toward the missionary schools and the French-
Jewish Alliance Israélite Universelle, the veritable flood of writing on the
missionary schools that filled the pages of Ha-Herut during these years was
placed alongside commentaries on the francophone education of the Alliance.
Although themselves products of that schooling, the editors now adopted a line
that rejected the non-Zionist organization as a further symptom of a general
blight whose remedy was to be found only in a nationalist, Hebrew education.
According to one diagnosis, the desire for French education was “a malignant
leprosy .. .a contagious disease, which threatens to consume body and soul
alike” should measures not be taken to quickly eradicate it.?°

This was a struggle to instill a “national consciousness” heavily overlaid
with theological overtones among the Yishuv’s masses, as well as a battle for
the social and political dominance of its nationalist elite. However widespread
a Zionist inclination was among the population of Palestine, most of the
immigrants who arrived during these years, as Gur Alroey has shown, had not
been motivated principally by the nationalist ideology of the Yishuv’s cultural
elite but had come, rather, as part of the general wave of Jewish emigration
flowing out of eastern Europe.?! Together with much of the native Jewish
population, these nonideological inhabitants constituted the masses that the
educational and cultural elite had set out to nationalize. Whereas Alroey con-
tends that the nationalizing impact of the elites began to be felt in a later
historical age,?? the evidence of the campaign against the missionary schools
(and certainly the impact of the language war, which came on its heels) sug-
gests rather that it had established itself as a powerful nationalizing force by
the eve of the First World War.

In this context, the drama of the language war seems to have over-
shadowed the importance of the Yishuv’s antimissionary activity and to have
placed it in a historiographical corner. The campaign against the missionary
schools, however, deserves to be recalled, and not only as a small-scale model of,
or precedent for, the greater furor against the Hilfsverein but also as an early
skirmish in what amounts to the same war. A month or so before the outbreak
of the language war, a reporter for Ha-Ahdut recalled “the excitement that the
war against the mission had inspired in the Jerusalem public.” As if lit by an
unexpected ray of sunshine, the Jews of Jerusalem could suddenly see “the filth
in which their children are mired” and mobilized themselves more or less en
masse for this “war against the mission, against alien education, against all
that undermines our own independent and free development.”?
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The antimissionary drive made its way not only into public discourse and print
but also into the Yishuv’s public space and ritual cycle. In the spring of 1913 it
infused the Yishuv’s celebrations of “Flower Day"—a new holiday designed to
celebrate the renewal of the Jewish bond with nature and the landscape of
Palestine (see figure 10.1)—simultaneously helping, as some reports indicate,
both to disseminate consciousness of the antimissionary campaign and to
more firmly establish the new festival in public life. If the previous year the
“Jerusalem crowd [had] stood by passively and hardly participated in the pur-
chase of flowers,” the fusion of the new festival and the religio-national cam-
paign helped to inspire in them a sense that “it had an obligation to support
our treasury so that we will be able to fight against the mission—the purpose to
which the proceeds of this year’s ‘Flower Day’ were devoted.” Bestowing added
significance on the event, the report added, “the flowers were sold by the boys
and girls of the Hebrew schools.”**

The Flower Day celebrations that year seemed not only to build bridges
linking usually distant segments of the Yishuv but also to fuse the practical
work of raising funds for the national project and a particularly evocative
opportunity for symbolic representation of the national struggle. Although
Flower Day would dissipate in the post-World War I years, it was at this pointa
holiday in which the impulse to recast traditional symbolism and liturgy met,
perhaps more comfortably than usual, with the passion for creating entirely
new forms of celebration. The day’s festivities in 1913 included not only the
sales of flowers in the streets of Palestine’s cities but, as was the case in many
of the Yishuv’s festivals, pageants redolent with national symbolism as well.
The decision to have that year’s Flower Day coincide with Lag Ba-Omer—a
minor festival in the traditional Jewish calendar, resurrected in Palestine,
where it was transformed into a commemoration of the Bar Kochba revolt
against Rome*—gave the struggle against missionary activity a particularly
explosive symbolic power and historical depth.

The public celebrations in Jerusalem were given extra “substance and
vitality,” wrote Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir's correspondent in the city, by the recently
established Jerusalem branch of the Maccabi Athletic Association, which
marched “in a procession of close to one hundred people, all dressed in uni-
form.” Arriving at a large open field, they were joined by a “vast crowd,” which
was treated to speeches by some of the leading figures of Zionist activism,
including Po’alei Zion leader Ya'acov Zerubavel, educator and founding
member of the Jerusalem Maccabis Aviezer Yellin, and Zionist Executive
member Shmaryahu Levin, who all took the opportunity “to protest against the
mission and against those who send their children to that inferno.” This list of
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speakers was itself an indication of the unity that this battle on behalf of
Hebrew culture was able to infuse in the often divided Zionist camp. The
speeches were punctuated by the crowd’s cries of “down with the mission” and
were followed by a gymnastics performance by the Maccabis, who brought the
event to a close with another procession through the Old City and some of the
new Jewish neighborhoods. “Wherever they went,” according to Ha-Po’el Ha-
Tza'ir's report, “they were met with cheers and bouquets of flowers.”

The campaign against missionary education was a powerful galvanizing force
and acted as an important step on the way to the outbreak that would follow on
its heels. The language war proved to be a decisive campaign that seemed to
firmly lay in place the foundations of a national culture in the Jewish Yishuv of
Palestine. In collective memory and in the historiographical literature, the
language war has overshadowed the struggle against the mission, perhaps be-
cause it involved a somewhat more tangible—and perhaps more vulnerable—
enemy and a clear cause that seemed to go to the very heart of the Zionist
enterprise in Palestine. Benefiting perhaps from the combative spirit that the
antimissionary campaign had helped to instill in the Yishuv, and successfully
packaging the cultural autonomy of the new Hebrew culture, the Yishuv’s
institutional independence, and its right to set the agenda for cultural activity
in Palestine and the Zionist world in a single package, the language war served
as a powerful axis around which virtually all segments of the non-Orthodox
Yishuv could rally.

Writing in June of 1913, just before the shift in focus from the missionary
schools to the Hilfsverein, Ya’acov Rabinowitz gave voice to the connection
between the two phases of the struggle when he wrote that the Yishuv must
make it clear “in Paris and in London” that it had undertaken to establish
purely Hebrew institutions that neither serve foreign governments nor cast
their cultural-educational programs in “alien” terms. Should the Jewish and
Zionist bodies abroad fail to understand this, he added in a cautionary tone,
“the day will come when we will be forced to wage war against Jewish
schools with foreign politics in the same way that we now do battle against the
mission.”?’

Within the month, rumors began to spread regarding the Technikum
board’s decision to establish German as the principal language of instruction
in the nascent institutions, and the first rumblings of protest could be heard in
the Yishuv, with the opening shot fired in a letter by a group of young resi-
dents of the veteran colonies.?® The Yishuv’s protests, and the demands that
soon accompanied them, were aimed initially at the Zionist members of the
board, and seem to have pushed them toward greater entrenchment and
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exclusiveness for Hebrew. On the other hand, Shmaryahu Levin's retort to the
attacks contained in the colonists’ letter, which seemed to label him an enemy
of the Yishuv, seems likewise to have shifted the thrust of their protest and in
so doing was equally important in forging a more united Zionist front. The
protest, their subsequent letter of apology explained, had not in fact been
aimed at the leaders of cultural Zionism who sat on the board (Levin himself,
Ahad Ha’am and Yehiel Tchlenow) but had been sent to them as messengers
to “those who, lacking in national consciousness, dare to create a rupture in the
Hebrew language in our land, thus undermining the foundations of our young
culture.”?

In the end, the grassroots pressure led to the resignation of the Zionist
representatives from the Technikum board and their more committed enlist-
ment in a cause whose agenda, tenor, and protest style were largely defined by
the Yishuv, and in particular by its youth, students, and workers. The power and
emotional fervor of the struggle were mobilized through the use of a range of
tactics, including a boycott of Hilfsverein schools, strikes (initiated by students
at the Hilfsverein schools with the later, somewhat reluctant participation of the
teachers), vitriolic calls disseminated throughout Palestine against the organi-
zation and alleged collaborators, and organized mass public demonstrations.
Both sides drew in local police authorities, diplomatic representatives, and
community organizations outside of Palestine. The language war, as Margalit
Shilo has observed, quickly took on the form of a popular uprising.>°

Even popular uprisings are led, however, by cadres of activists bent on
mobilizing the masses, who may respond in larger or greater numbers and to
lesser or greater degrees. As in the campaign against missionary education
before it, the tactics adopted by the Yishuv’s activists were aimed not only at
undermining the power of the Hilfsverein but also at sparking the emotions
and marshalling the support of the broader Jewish population of Palestine
(and, to a lesser extent, abroad) and, of course, intimidating those who might
not be entirely on board. One key activist complained privately to Shmaryahu
Levin about the confusion and ambivalence among the students’ parents,
who “do not know on which side to stand.” On the one hand, he wrote, they
seemed to share the Hebraist displeasure with “the spirit [of ] these educational
institutions.” On the other hand, they were “ tempted by the glitter of innova-
tions that are taking shape before their eyes” and what that seemed to promise
to their children.*!

Even among students, who have often been viewed as an almost mono-
lithic vanguard of the struggle, there was some initial uncertainty. In another
report to Levin in October of 1913, Yosef Aharonowitz provided a somewhat
dour assessment of the rate of mobilization in Jerusalem: There was a total of
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ninety-three students in the two schools sponsored by the Hilfsverein in the
city, among whom “a large number are.. . . young people who have no cultural
or national value.” Only some thirty to forty students, he wrote, constituted “the
best” among them—*“the more developed and more nationalist element”—
and most of these had been educated abroad or in non-Hilfsverein institutions
in the colonies.??

Ambivalences and continued divisions notwithstanding, there are many
indications that the language war did indeed elicit a relatively mass base of
support, which is one reason it would become such a watershed in Yishuv
history. Not only are the sheer number of protests against the Hilfsverein and
the expressions of support for the students imposing, but one can find in them
the distinct footprints of the involvement of individuals and groups that had
previously been unlikely to be implicated in a struggle of this kind or in
cultural and political activism of any kind. As the campaign was crystallizing
into a popular movement, Po’alei Zion leader Ya’acov Zerubavel commented
on the “forces that had previously been far removed from us”—not, to be sure,
the determined opponents to “the renaissance” but the nonideological immi-
grants, “those simple Jews, storekeepers and artisans” who had been “too
concerned with the ‘life of the moment’ to pay heed to ‘life eternal’ "—who had
now, according to Zerubavel, joined in “the ranks of the warriors” for Hebrew
language and culture.®

Many other reports expressed similar satisfaction with the extent of mo-
bilization and the participation of segments of the population that had previ-
ously been aloof to the Zionist enterprise. A mass public protest in Haifa,
according to one report, had succeeded in bringing out much of the city’s
Jewish community, including, it stressed, a Sephardic majority. The rally,
which took place in front of the Technikum'’s new courtyard in the city, ended
in a joint resolution in support of Hebrew exclusivity, which was drafted and
approved by “members of the various Hebrew edot [ethnic groups] in Haifa”
and declared that “we residents of Palestine find that, from our national per-
spective as well as from a general, practical point of view, only a school in
which the Hebrew language dominates has the right to exist. Only the Hebrew
language has the power to unite the disparate parts of the Hebrew nation in
Palestine.”** A similarly worded resolution was adopted by the Sephardic
Kehilat Ya’acov synagogue in Jaffa,®® inspiring Ha-Ahdut to comment that
“those very same Sephardim whom many of us considered to be the symbol of
indifference and national corruption have suddenly shown us their face in a
completely new light.”¢

If journalistic reportage and public events help to suggest the level and cha-
racter of participation, these are further confirmed in private correspondence.



226 BECOMING HEBREW

Since many private letters also spoke unreservedly about the continuing divi-
sions and incomplete mobilization in the Yishuv, their testimony regarding the
campaign’s popular aspect is particularly compelling. In a letter to Shmaryahu
Levin, Bezalel Jaffe claimed that there was “complete unity in Palestine” in the
struggle. “The entire New Yishuv,” he wrote, “is marching hand in hand with
us.” Even allowing for some exaggeration, letters like Jaffe’s and the corrob-
oration by public and private articulations of similar impressions do provide
a sense that the struggle had taken on the feeling of a grassroots popular up-
rising. When Ha-Ahdut declared victory in February of 1914, the paper stated
that “the war for the Hebrew Technikum” could very well be seen “as a mass
movement.”*8

The struggle spanned a period of only a few months—from the early
protests in June of 1913, when rumors of the board’s impending linguistic
decision began to spread, until the meeting of the Technikum board on Feb-
ruary 24 of the following year, when the Hilfsverein’s position was decisively
defeated with the help of the U.S. and Russian representatives, who sided with
the Zionists. Its reverberations continued in the form of journalistic discussion
and debate, calls for action, and new educational initiatives during the weeks
and months that followed, finally cut off by the outbreak of the First World
War.% As the thrust of the early letter from the Yishuv’s youth to Levin indi-
cates, from the outset they had to a significant extent defined what was at stake.
Levin, moreover, seems to have accepted the terms of their conception when he
explained, as the conflict was escalating, that the Zionist Yishuv

is beginning to liberate itself not only from the supervision of the
money-givers, but from the guardianship of the Diaspora as a whole.
The New Yishuv demands that it no longer be viewed as a means to
prove the necessity of the efforts at revival, but rather that it itself
become the center, and that all of our labors be aimed at that
center.... It is not the Yishuv that was created for the sake of the insti-
tutions, but rather the institutions | . ..) for the sake of the Yishuv.

For the Yishuv has come to see itself as a living being and as the
spearhead of the [national] revival.*’

This tendency, Levin acknowledged, might “arouse the anger” of some Jews
abroad—even supporters of the Zionist project in Palestine—but “it is healthy
and natural in a place enjoying a natural development and a powerful faith in
its own strength.”*!

The Yishuv's combativeness had indeed aroused some anger, even among
those who were generally supportive of its position. Unhappy with the Yishuv's
leadership, Ahad Ha’am, who, with Shmaryahu Levin and Yehiel Tchlenow,
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had resigned from the Technikum board, nevertheless chastised Levin for his
support of the Yishuv’s militancy. “Your battle tactics,” he wrote him, “do not
appeal to me at all.” Although the activity on behalf of Hebrew culture, he
conceded, “cannot fail to arouse in me feelings of joy,” Ahad Ha’am found the
way in which it was being conducted to be “disagreeable.” In a tone resonating
with the same expectation of paternalism that had been evident in his position
during the Brenner affair, he explained that, as far as the Yishuv was con-
cerned, “all is forgiven” since, in effect, they had acted out in the way children
will. “Their actions,” as he wrote, “are the result of an unmitigated inner drive.
They are unable to measure the benefit and detriment of their actions.” Levin,
on the other hand, “could have been expected to weigh and balance matters;
not to be swept up after your hearts alone, for it is for this reason that you are
leaders.”*?

Although supportive of the Yishuv, Levin himself had initially in fact been
less militant in his own stance. “Despite the radical standpoint of the Teachers’
Association and other influential bodies,” he explained in one letter to the
American board members, “I have always been willing to allow German to be
the language of the Technical Institute. I only expressed the desire that at least
one subject or a small number of subjects should be taught in Hebrew.”*?

Whatever reservations he may have had, however, Ahad Ha’am was not
off the mark in his estimation that Levin had effectively accepted the thrust
(if not the full scope) of the militancy in the Yishuv. His speeches and writings
throughout the affair reverberate with a call for recognition by Diaspora Jews
and Zionists of their changing relationship with what was now an identifiable,
if still nascent, national entity in Palestine. In the Yishuv, the clear sense that
the struggle was an inclusive one, long since transformed from a battle over
particular educational institutions or even against “foreign” languages alone,
led to increasingly clear articulations of the core cultural elements for which
the battle was being waged. In a statement redolent with the liturgical over-
tones of a new Ethics of the Fathers, Ha-Po’el ha-Tza'ir's central committee
declared that “On three things is our world founded: On Hebrew soil, on
Hebrew labor [avoda Ivrit] and on the Hebrew language!” (The Mishnaic
original would have the world founded on the Torah, worship [avoda], and acts
of loving kindness.) All of these together, inseparable, they wrote, “are one—a
whole national body, living and developing and creating on its own—in matter
and in spirit.” An attack on any one of these constituent elements was there-
fore an attack “on our entire national body...an attempt to kill our soul.”
Adding a seasonal flavor to the imagery it used as the festival of Hanukkah
was approaching, the statement explained that the struggle was one of self-
defense, a righteous war (milhemet mitzvah—literally, a commanded or necessary
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war) against “assimilationists who seek to mummify our national spirit. .. and
to place [forbidden] images in our Hebrew Temple here in the Land of
Israel.”*

That this was a battle of the sons of light against the sons of darkness,
between holiness and abomination, was a pervasive trope that ran through the
campaign, beyond the incorporation of Hanukkah symbolism. The Technikum
board’s decision left educator Pinhas Cohen—a native of Zichron Ya’akov who
would become one of the founders of the Hebrew Reali High School that was
one of the tangible results of the controversy—with an acute sense that “the
holy Temple has been violated and desecrated”. The non-Zionists on the board,
he wrote in a letter to German Zionist Elias Auerbach, were deaf and blind to

the spiritual revolution that has taken place [in Palestine] before
our very eyes in recent years. They cannot see the danger ho-
vering above the tender spiritual sapling that has only just begun
to plant its roots in the soil.... All of the nation’s protests will
amount to naught on the day the people send its sons to this altar,
at which the Hebrew spirit will be proscribed on its ancestral soil.
It is not possible to watch with equanimity as all that is holy is
desecrated by our own hands.*®

Given these stakes, Cohen concluded, “war must be brought upon that house
and upon its masters”. In waging that war, moreover, the Diaspora would
matter little. All eyes, Cohen wrote, were now turned toward “the nation settled
on its land.”*

A central thrust of the language war, as public and private writings alike
indicate, was a reclamation of this recast sacrality and, inseparable from it, the
geographical realignment in which Palestine was asserting preeminence as the
center of the emerging Jewish nation, with the Diaspora as its periphery.
A related side effect of this pointed toward a nascent transformation that was
taking place in that would-be periphery. The board of the Technikum had been
designed from the beginning as an international body, in no small measure
due to the increasingly hostile interational atmosphere in which the Euro-
pean powers were vying for political, cultural, and religious influence in the
Holy Land. As Judah Magnes, one of the American representatives who had
been included to this end, explained, “every possible care should be taken to
avoid the suspicion that international Jewry is playing into the hands of Ger-
man political ambitions in the Near East, to the detriment of any other country.
We need an institution on Mount Carmel that will benefit Palestine, the Ot-
toman Empire, the Near East, and not least of all, international Jewry.” Indeed,
for this reason, Magnes argued—in partial support of the Hebraist position—
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“the official language cannot be a European language, because a decision in
favor of any one would create jealousies and suspicion among the others.”*’

As the conflict reached an impasse, the Zionists turned to the Jewish
representatives from the United States for support, placing them in a position
of unprecedented centrality as arbiters in the feud. In a letter to these board
members, Shmaryahu Levin seems to have assumed that they had little un-
derstanding of the situation and was therefore moved to explain at some length
the danger that the decision on language of instruction threatened to pose to
“all our endeavors to unite the different elements of Jewry and to give them a
uniform language and culture.” At the same time, however, he indicated that
the Americans were now in a position to play a pivotal role in promoting the
free cultural development of the Yishuv. More than others, perhaps, he indi-
cated, the American trustees

will appreciate the full meaning of these resolutions. I expect from
the American gentlemen that when giving their support to Palesti-
nian institutes, they will do it in the first line in accordance with
the true requirements and desires of the Jewish population of Pa-
lestine, and that they will be careful not to encourage in Palestine the
creation of another of those objects of controversy as cannot be
avoided in the countries of the Diaspora.*®

What could no longer be expected of the European Diaspora and the
Yishuv’s relations with it (i.e., that Palestine would be allowed cuitural au-
tonomy and its interests and desires would receive priority in determining
cultural activity) could now be expected, Levin seemed to hope, from American
Jews. A search seems to have been on for a new Diaspora alliance, and it was
explored through private correspondence and backstage diplomacy, as well as
the mobilization of American Jewish public opinion by means of English-
language flyers and pamphlets aimed specifically at them.*?

The board meeting of February 24, 1914, was a fateful one. The American
representatives did prove instrumental in supporting the Yishuv’s position and
defeating that of the Hilfsverein. One immediate result was the establish-
ment, in place of the projected German-language school, of the Hebrew Re’ali
School in Haifa which would remain for many decades one of the city’s pres-
tigious institutions of secondary education. More substantively yet, that school,
along with other gains that had accrued from the struggle, became the seeds of
a significantly more established and coordinated Hebrew educational system,
operated by the Yishuv's own representatives under the leadership of the
Teachers’ Association and with the support of the ZO. The age of non-Zionist
philanthropic organizations as primary players in the Palestinian cultural and
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educational arena had largely been brought to an end, and would be further
sealed by the First World War and the dramatic changes in the Palestinian
reality that came in its wake.

Even the Yishuv’s relations with the ZO and the Odessa Commiittee,
moreover, had been substantially altered—at once further fortified and recast
so as to grant the Yishuv an unprecedented degree of autonomy and leader-
ship. In July of 1914, after the events of the language war had largely subsided
and the winds of a new, vaster war that would even more profoundly change
the shape and image of Palestine were beginning to blow, educator Joseph
Luria sent Odessa a letter on behalf of the Hebrew Teachers’ Association, in
which he summarized the consequences of the events of the preceding
months. He was pleased, he wrote, that the Odessa Committee, “like us, are
interested in liberating education in Palestine from external servitude.” He
protested, however, that the activists abroad continued to harbor “doubts [as to
whether] Palestine is prepared for self-governance.” Such suspicion, he wrote,
could no longer be accepted in Palestine, where most educators and activists
were unanimous in believing that the Yishuv already “has all of the necessary
conditions for the establishment of such self-governance.” Cultural self-rule,
he wrote, would in any case “be far more suited to the conditions of the land
than any administration that is seated outside of the country.” Notwithstand-
ing his professed appreciation of the importance of both Odessa and Berlin
(seat of the ZO), Luria stressed that “the war” had been waged by and for the
Yishuv, which had “no desire to accept the sponsorship [even] of Berlin” and
had in fact, at certain times during the campaign, “stood firmly against some of
Berlin’s demands.” The war, he insisted, had been won because “we main-
tained our own positions, which were the position of Palestine” itself.*®

The unprecedented degree of unity notwithstanding, division was hardly a
thing of the past for Palestine’s Jews, although the nature of the dividing lines
was plainly changing. Even the gains won by the Yishuv in some ways reflected
lingering differences in visions of the Hebrew culture that seemed to have
come out victorious, and pointed toward some of the struggle for hegemony
within the Yishuv that would ensue in the interwar years. Ephraim Blu-
menfeld, at the time a central figure in the Ha-Po’el Ha-Tza'ir leadership,
argued that the language war had been a critical turning point in the history of
Jewish Palestine since it had finally transformed the Yishuv from yet another
site of Jewish exilic life into a true national center. Recalling his youthful
longings for a proud Jewish existence in the Land of Israel, he wrote, he had
“until recent days” met with profound disappointment in the face of Pales-
tine’s reality. Much of what passed for Zionist work—the bourgeois life of Tel-
Aviv and the religious zealousness of Petah Tikva—Blumenfeld wrote, was in
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fact continued exile. Only the language war, he argued, had fundamentally
transformed the reality of the land itself, showing “that not only the Jews of
exile live here in the land, [but also that] we are indeed in the Land of Israel.”*!

In the eyes of his social-democratic party’s newspaper, the Yishuv had
been victorious in an anticolonial struggle in which it had expelled what it
viewed as a foreign occupier from the homeland. Striking a tone of virtual
intoxication with victory, one editorial declared that “before our very eyes we
are witnessing the very same spectacle that is to be found in the histories of
all peoples who have been subjugated by foreign domination.” Recalling the
familiar experience of revolutionary efforts in Russia and connecting it, to-
gether with the recent struggle in Palestine, to a history of decolonization, Ha-
Ahdut portrayed the campaign against the Hilfsverein and the Technikum’s
German as a war against cultural imperialism. Aggressive and oppressive
governments, the editorial declared, “use all means to suppress the subjugated
nation’s independence, to strangle its vital forces.” As a first step toward cul-
tural, spiritual, and political subjugation, oppressors seek to “conquer the
younger generation while still in the cradle.” In order to do so they invariably
“banish its language and culture from the schools” since they know that “the
schools are the force that plants the elementary national feelings in the na-
tion’s members.” The youth-led effort against what it deemed the Hilfsverein’s
cultural-imperialist designs, Ha-Ahdut argued, served to make Palestine and
its native youth a vanguard of an independent national spirit.*?

Although the right to claim the title of native youth would continue to be
contested,the centrality of youth itself in the Yishuv’s culture had been fur-
ther reinforced. The young native generation of the New Yishuv’s colonies and
urban centers had carved a place for itself as a determined and independent
factor in the formulation of a cultural agenda and in action on its behalf.>3
Faced at times with parental opposition to their combative stance and at least
occasional attempts to bring them by force to their schools, “the striking stu-
dents,” as one Teachers’ Association flier proudly proclaimed, “refused to re-
turn until their demand that all sciences be taught in Hebrew was met.”**
The other claimants to the title of native youth—the increasingly establi-
shed Labor-Zionist parties—had also begun to emerge as leaders of the Zionist
undertaking in Palestine. Their growing alliance with the ZO’s representatives
there and in the Zionist centers in Europe had been an important factor in
propelling the militancy of the language war and now emerged as a decisive
element in a great deal of Zionist work in Palestine. By the time the Techni-
kum conflict ended, the connection they were able to establish between the
various branches of the struggle for “Hebrew”—education and labor—had
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become a powerful rallying cry. The thrill of the “mass meetings [that are)
reminiscent of the days of the [1905 Russian] ‘revolution,’ * as Ya’acov Zerubavel
argued, must not obscure the fact that at the very same time dozens of Jewish
workers remained unemployed. The twin campaigns for Hebrew education and
Hebrew labor, he argued, were inseparable. “Even more than we are harmed by
foreign languages,” he cautioned, “our struggle for life is harmed by foreign
labor [avoda zara).”>

Highlighting the points of continued internal friction in the Yishuv,
Zerubavel took particular aim at what he described as the hypocrisy of Zichron
Ya'akov—“the very same colony whose general assembly a mere few weeks ago
was opposed to employing Hebrew guards, and which has always been hostile
to Hebrew workers . . . is now also among the ‘prophets’ of Hebrew.”*® Writing
shortly after the death of two Ha-Shomer members, Zerubavel rejected the
self-congratulatory atmosphere that seemed to him to have taken hold “in the
realm of the Hebrew ‘spirit’ " for its supposedly uncompromising determi-
nation in the face of “the enemies of the Yishuv” while at the same time “the
enemy runs rampant in the field, felling soldiers.”’

The language war was in many senses the culmination of the more-protracted
effort to banish “foreign languages” (see chapter 4), and if German had now
become the principal enemy, the long-standing enmity toward French and the
Alliance schools, long deemed far more hostile to Zionism and Hebrew, was
never far out of sight.>® Language, at the heart of virtually all visions of the new
culture, had from the outset had an important gendered component and a vital
role to play in the gendering and engendering of the nation. Education too, more-
over, had been a gendered field of cultural activity in the Yishuv, and the language
war, which placed education and language together at the center of the cam-
paign, also became an axis for the fashioning of new gender roles and images.

In the colony of Ness Ziona, language and gender were of a piece, inherently
linked in the continuing struggle for the nation. As anti-German ferment began
to mount in the country’s urban centers, at least one of Ness Ziona’s Hebraists
remained concerned with what he perceived as the persistent threat of French.
It was French and the francophone education of the Alliance, according to
Ephraim Komerov, one of the colony’s founders, that was a leading cause of the
emigration of the colony’s youth and an acute threat to the nationalization
project in virtually every respect. The denationalizing effect was particularly
strong among the colony’s young women, whose francophone education, Ko-
merov complained, led to “alienation . . . from their work in the home and in the
yard.” In the reality of Palestine, he contended, French was an overly cultural
language, which, aside from encouraging emigration, also corrupted young
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women and led them astray from their national roles. “The young woman who
studies French,” he wrote, “no longer considers it befitting her status to take care
of the kitchen, to raise fowl, to milk cows and to work in the garden.” This was a
cause for concern at a national—and nationalizing—level since “work of this
nature is one of the principal foundations upon which our agricultural colonies
are founded, and the responsibility for it falls mostly upon women.” Ness Ziona
may have been a small and somewhat peripheral colony, but the linguistic
threat, the letter cautioned, was hardly a localized one. “The French language,”
Komerov warned, “has the character of a contagious disease . . . and will interfere
with our national and agricultural education.”*®

Back in the Jerusalem center, the Hilfsverein’s “Jewish home for the
Daughters of Israel” (see figure 10.2) became a stormy front in the war. By
February of 1914, as the position of the Hebraists had emerged victorious on
the Technikum board, Hanna Radovilsky, an educator in the home, wrote to
inform Menahem Ussishkin that “the final and most fortified bastion of the
Hilfsverein. . . has [also] fallen into our hands.” In order to reach this point,
however, the girls of the Hilfsverein home had had to “suffer torment and the
violation of all that is sacred to them,” brought upon primarily at the hands of the
Hilfsverein itself but considerably exacerbated by indifference of the male Zi-
onist establishment. The orphaned girls’ “courage and beautiful comportment,”
which had proven them to be “devoted to their language and to their land with all
the warmth of their hearts and souls,” Radovilsky wrote, ought to place them in
the national pantheon as “models for our ‘courageous warriors.’ * Overflowing
with harsh images of all-out war, Radovilsky’s letter laments that the girls had
been left to their “destruction” by the men of the Palestine Office in the face of
“the most dishonorable deeds and most violating tactics,” which had been
employed by the Jerusalem representatives of the Hilfsverein, who had set out
to “inseminate the hearts of the young girls with their poison.” The aban-
donment of the girls, she wrote, had been no less than a “moral and national
sin” and an outright betrayal of the weak by those who should have acted as
their principal defenders.5

We do not know what took place within the walls of the home for girls.
It seems—and one hopes—that Radovilsky’s use of the language of sexual
defilement is only figurative. As if in response to Ben-Zion Taragan’s call to the
“Young Women of Jerusalem” a decade earlier, however, Radovilsky's pre-
sentation of the young women’s role in this decisive national battle posits a
new Hebrew femininity. Integral to it is a respectability and virtue that are
uniquely those of the Hebrew woman and products of a national Hebrew
culture, violated by the antinational culture of the Hilfsverein and the cor-
roding influence of the “foreign” languages it represents.
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Radovilsky’s letter points to the impact of the campaign on the very private
lives of these young girls. The language war was, however, a public struggle,
and it was incorporated into the emerging national liturgy and pageantry as
part of the surging cult of national heroics, becoming—for a time—an im-
portant building block in the construction of the Yishuv’s public culture. The
mass meetings that had been one of the core tactics in the campaign were
joined by spectacles and ceremonies designed to fortify the symbolic power
that could be educed from the events. Old and new holidays were once again
reinterpreted and refigured in such a way as to give expression to the struggle’s
cultural and liturgical implications and to what the Yishuv’s activists saw as a
newly won cultural autonomy.

Hanukkah, which happened to coincide with the most heated period of
the conflict, proved once again particularly conducive to the translation of the
Yishuv’s current events into national symbolism as it was recruited to the bat-
tlefield. The triumph over the Hilfsverein and its German cultural orientation
could be comfortably metamorphosed into a commemoration of the ancient
Hasmoneans' dual victory—the military conquest of the Seleucid Greeks, who
desecrated the Temple with alien religious symbols, and the Hasmonean as-
cendancy in the internal Jewish civil war and Kulturkampf against the as-
similating Hellenized Jews of their day. Among the many celebrations and
festivities that marked the Yishuv’s commemoration of the festival that winter,
the one orchestrated by the Herzlia Gymnasium's senior class seemed to Ha-
Po’el Ha-Tza'ir to merit particular attention for its inclusion of “a rich program
and a wide variety of songs, music, poetry, living scenes, and gymnastics.”
Most impressive to the journal’s reporter was a particular tableau vivant, which,
he recounted, “depicted the victory of the Hebrew language in its current war.
It was portrayed as a young boy riding on the back of an eagle, whose wings
sheltered a ‘model’ of the Jaffa Gymnasium. In one hand the boy held a blue
and white flag, and in the other a victory wreath. At the edge stood a German,
his eyes lifted up in wonder at the boy.”®’

A placard by the newly formed Committee for the Fortification of Hebrew
Education in Haifa made this translation direct. Starting from the ancient
Maccabean call, “Who is for the Lord and for his Torah, be with us,” the poster
then declaimed that “We will remain loyal to our nation and to our language”
and cautioned “traitors” “not to touch our holy possessions.”®? One columnist
in Ha-Ahdut, unsatisfied with the capacity of the Maccabean commemoration
to contain the full sacred import of Hebrew’s triumph, suggested that the
“historic day” of victory merited a separate holiday of its own, one that would
pass down the appropriate “reverence and sacred veneration” to future genera-
tions. Reciting scenes of determined Hebrew crowds facing “armed policemen
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[who were] whipping them on their backs”, he proposed that a new “Hilfs-
verein Day” ought to be placed in the calendar to mark “the fire of zealousness
and national pride” that the struggle had revealed.®*

It is difficult in retrospect to imagine such a proposal successfully evoking the
emotional and symbolic power that would have made “Hilfsverein Day” a
significant part of the national liturgy. In any event, the rapid sequence of
dramatic events that followed—the World War, the ensuing crisis in the
Yishuv, the expulsion of many of its residents, the disintegration of the Otto-
man Empire and the British conquest of Palestine, the Balfour Declaration—
quickly removed the language war from its central place in the nascent nation’s
consciousness and national liturgy. Some of the fundamental elements of that
national culture, however, had, by 1914, been sufficiently firmly established to
serve as the foundation for the changing national culture that would grow
during the mandate years. Refigured holidays, along with their altered
meanings and the changing ways in which they were incorporated into a
nascent public space and culture, proved a fundamental (and insufficiently
recognized) foundation for the changing contours of the nation’s culture.*

“Creating nations,” as Anthony Smith has written, “is a recurrent activity,
which has to be renewed periodically. It is one that involves ceaseless re-
interpretations, rediscoveries and reconstructions.”®* The rapidly and dramati-
cally changing circumstances that shaped the playing field in which Zionism
operated in Palestine would indeed involve continuous reinterpretations,
whether of traditional Jewish cultural tropes and praxis or of the Yishuv’s
own recently created and constantly changing cultural institutions. Continu-
ous reinterpretation, however, in its very nature relies on some substance to
reinterpret—what Smith has called “a definite tradition [that] is not made over
entirely anew by each generation, but inherits the mythologies and symbol-
isms of previous generations.*

For a while in any case, the language war was a commanding focal point
for Jewish Palestine’s cultural evolution. Guardsmen killed in clashes in the
Galilee were now widely seen as engaged in what was essentially the same war
as the students striking in Hilfsverein institutions; young women and men
were redefining their identities as individuals and as Jews in the context of the
struggle; and the new leadership positions that had begun to emerge in the
preceding years within the Yishuv and in its relations with others were now
becoming permanent fixtures in the political, social, and cultural dynamics
that would characterize Zionist work and its cultural undertaking in Palestine
in the decades to come.



11

Conclusion

In July of 1914, as the Jewish year §674 was coming to a close and the
clouds of a world war that would profoundly affect the Zionist pro-
ject in Palestine were beginning to gather, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda
proposed that the passing months be designated the “Hebrew year.” It
had proven, he argued, that—small though it may be—a Hebrew
nation had come into being in Palestine. Everywhere one turns, he
wrote, there were now “thousands of boys and girls playing...in
Hebrew; young men and women whispering to one another in
Hebrew; the air itself is filled with the ringing of Hebrew.” This, he
contended, was clear evidence that “there is today a Hebrew nation.”?
For Ben-Yehuda, this was a revolutionary assertion. It had been,
after all, only a little more than a decade earlier that he had sounded
the alarm and cautioned that the Jews were a people toward whom
“the angel of national death has already turned his terrible gaze.”
Much, however, had happened in the Yishuv in the intervening and
strikingly transformative years, during which an overarching “Heb-
raization” seemed to Ben-Yehuda and many others to indicate the
emergence of a new national form of modern Jewish existence. The
Jew’s very physical being seemed to have been redefined: The image of
the Jew’s body had changed; the relationship between Jews, nature,
and land had been altered; and innovative means had been established
for marking the passage of time and for hallowing a new kind of
sacred time, replete with its own calendar, and the holidays and fes-
tivals that punctuated it. Rooted in an acute sense of crisis, ideas for
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a transformation of Jewish life that had been bomn principally in Europe had
been transported to Palestine, where they were given tangible form in the shape
of a wide range of practices in the realms of language, ritual, modes of rep-
resentation, and cultural institutions. In the process, the guiding ideas of this
cultural project themselves underwent successive metamorphoses in their in-
terplay with Palestine’s changing realities.

The culture whose foundations had been laid in Palestine by the outbreak
of the First World War was a product of these ideas and of very deliberate and
calculated labors aimed at transforming them into a cultural reality by
grounding them in concrete practices, customs, and rituals and in the social,
political, educational, and other institutions that would generate and dissem-
inate them. Like the revolutionaries in France a century before, who, in their
effort to dismantle the ancien régime and the sacralities that had held it up,
“borrowed” from that very language of the sacred,® so the Zionist effort to
make the Hebrew national culture of Palestine a new and unprecedented
departure contained a palpable element of continuity with the religious tra-
ditions of “exile” that it sought to trounce. The result was a culture that was at
once unprecedented and even revolutionary in many meaningful ways, while
at the same time resonating clearly with fragments of language, customs, and
imagery that had been mobilized and adopted—while often dramatically
transformed—from the traditional Jewish past (alongside other important
sources of influence) to serve as central pillars of the nascent culture.

In the sweeping transformation of the Jews that this cultural project was
designed to effect, geographical relocation and the literal and immediate
change in the Jews’ environment that it entailed served as the foundations for a
thorough recasting of the ways in which they experienced and represented the
very world they inhabited—the manner in which “they organized reality in
their minds and expressed it in their behavior,” to borrow a phrase from Robert
Darnton.* The combined effect of changing both the objective conditions of life
and their representations in such diverse fields of activity as education, jour-
nalism, literature, science, dress, language, music, art, drama, holiday cele-
brations, and religion—in sum, virtually every aspect of their lives—would, as
the project was conceived, put an end to the root cause of Jewish disease—the
existential condition of exile.

Like its contemporary kin in eastern Europe (whence many of the prin-
cipal actors had arrived) the culture project in Palestine had at its root a for-
mative cultural sensibility of deep alienation and painful internal rupture—
expressed nowhere more eloquently than in Michah Yosef Berdichevsky’s cry
against the “fissure in the heart” that tore the modern Jew apart—and a re-
sulting impulse to seek out the possibility of a life that would be at once Jewish,
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whole, and wholly Jewish. The Zionist understanding of exile however, led to a
self-conscious geographical and conceptual separation of the Palestinian
project from Jewish cultural projects as they unfolded in eastern Europe.
Whereas the latter tended to be plagued by the question of whether “a secular
national culture could be sustained under conditions of statelessness,”® the
central actors in the construction of a national culture in Palestine were often
those who sought to solve that question by providing the national culture a
territorial basis, if not necessarily a national state, and some of the institutional
infrastructure of a quasi state.® If the emergent Jewish intelligentsia in eastern
Europe sought to “reconstruct Jewish particularity through the distinctive
forms of what elites across Europe called ‘high culture,’ *” for Palestine’s Zi-
onists, “culture” was by necessity a more all-encompassing concept and, as a
result, arguably a more thoroughgoing project. Although a substantial rever-
ence for “high culture”—in part transported with the immigrants from their
European homes—continued to inform the cultural project in Palestine as well
(although not unchallenged by certain anti-intellectual trends), the turn to a
life on the soil of Palestine seems implicitly to have entailed a shifting of the
focus from high culture to a culture of everyday life.®

The geographical change was in this sense only a prerequisite, the nec-
essary condition for a particular conception of culture and for what was a wide-
ranging project aimed at fundamentally reshaping the world as it existed in
relation to the Jewish people and the Jewish individual. In another sense,
however, geography was hardly incidental to the Zionist cultural vision, as the
land was made not only a fortuitous soil for the new Jewish culture but a vital
part of that culture itself and an important site of its new sacralities. At its very
core, Palestine’s nascent Zionist culture mobilized the animating power of the
land’s resonance in the Jewish imagination and the tension that seemed to
inhere in it between a secularizing and a sacralizing impulse. As Barbara
Mann has written regarding the establishment of Tel Aviv, the construction of
the first Hebrew city was on one level “an attempt to secularize space, to make
what had been the biblical Land of Israel ... into an actual place.”® And yet, at
the very root of this same cultural project was an attempt to make that “actual
place”—whether Tel Aviv or other parts of the country—into the site of a new
sacrality. It was, as Mann writes, “at once a profanity and a reconfiguration of
what sacred space could be.”!® With the Jews thus situated in this space re-
mapped, the Zionist cultural project implicitly assumed, a fresh national
cosmology could be plotted onto its new coordinates.

The full impact of this Zionist territorialization of Jewish culture is epit-
omized in such symbolic and rhetorical devices as the blood and fire slogan
championed by Ha-Shomer. As I argue in chapter 10, it mattered little to this
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ethos that Palestine at the time did not have much in the way of actual blood
and fire. Even as the Jewish bond to the Land of Israel was to be redeemed from
the realm of metaphor and implanted in the actual soil (something on which
Zionists of such diverse temperaments and agendas as the members of Ha-
Shomer or a Boris Schatz could agree), the blood and fire that really counted
remained in the sphere of Zionist myth-making. Metaphorizing and concret-
izing impulses were interwoven here: The fiery revival envisioned by Ha-
Shomer was inherently rooted in an earthly Palestine and in their very real
quasi-military activities. At the same time, however, it resonates, perhaps most
loudly, with the primordial fire and blood of a distant mythological, even
celestial, past. This fusion of mythological and tangible Palestines is evident in
Meir Wilkansky’s depiction of his experience of arrival in the (actual) land,
when, on one of his first evenings there:

All that was around me faded and dissolved. The future flickered and
the past stabilized. One of the stars had absorbed the flames of the
Temple. Roman horsemen marched along the Milky Way. The wind
carried the lamentations of the fallen. The souls of the courageous
hover incorporeal. Angels carry Jacob’s ladder, and the holy spirits
ascend and descend upon it.!!

There is secularization here, in that Wilkansky's experience is contingent
upon an actual presence in a demythologized land; but it is a secularization
that is manifestly entangled in a sense of the sacred, as that land is re-
introduced into the realm of myth and as past and present dissolve into one
another. In modern, rational, disenchanted societies, Mircea Eliade argues,
homes and territories serve strictly functional purposes, and are, as a result,
interchangeable. For societies in which a sense of the sacred continues to pul-
sate, on the other hand—or perhaps in one attempting to recapture it—*"to
settle in a territory, to build a dwelling, demand a vital decision for both the
whole community and the individual. For what is involved is undertaking the
creation of the world that one has chosen to inhabit”. Establishing a home, he
argues, consequently entails the creation of a liturgy and rituals that symbol-
ically transform “dwelling place (whether the territory or the house) into cos-
mos.”'? For Wilkansky, the Palestine on whose shores he landed in 1905 is an
old-new home due to far more than its mere availability or its (questionable)
economic and material prospects.'?

As Wilkansky’s mystical encounter with the land indicates, moreover, the
duality inherent in the Zionist geographical relocation was accompanied by
a correspondingly dual temporal transformation. Yael Zerubavel has argued
that Zionist recastings of Jewish history sought to create “an appearance of
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seamless continuity between Antiquity and the modern National Revival,” thus
undermining a strictly linear progression of historical time to suggest “some
notion of historical recurrence.”'* Rather than indicating a pervasive “shift
from the religious to the national,”!* however, I would suggest instead that it
points to a complex secular-sacred duality in the return to myth that was
inherent in the Zionist response to modernity. The role of myth, to use Eliade’s
typology, is to “[relate] a sacred history, that is, a primordial event that took
place at the beginning of time"!®*—moments of creation that are often con-
ceived in classical mythologies as the violent victory of the gods over marine
dragons or primordial giants, or, in the modern nationalized mythologies
generated by Ha-Shomer or Wilkansky, that formative fiery moment in which
national destruction and rebirth are fused. If mythological, sacred time is in
this sense cyclical, distinct from the linear time of the rational industrial world,
and if rituals and liturgies are enactments of return to those primordial mo-
ments, Ha-Shomer’s slogan, and a great many of the rituals that came to
characterize Yishuv culture and to shape its public spaces, can be seen as a
return to these primordial moments of the nation’s life."’

This liturgical dimension was hardly unique to Palestinian Zionism.
Modern nationalism, as George Mosse has classically shown, created a political
style, a new kind of liturgy whose object of worship was the nation itself.'®
While this was, of course, secularization in a certain obvious sense, there was
also very clearly a new kind of religious thrust that stood at its core, a drive for
the creation of new sacralities. Emerging from within such twinned yet con-
flicting drives, the multiple cultural clashes that went into the making of
Zionist national liturgy in late Ottoman Palestine were pieces of a much
broader struggle “between materialization and dematerialization in twentieth-
century reconfigurations of Jewish culture in the wake of Jewish history.”'?
The colossal nature of such a project helps explain the bold expectation that the
new culture’s rituals, customs, and linguistic habits would reconfigure the very
essence, meaning, and experience of being Jewish in the modern world and
serve as the foundational adhesive for a national Jewishness—the transfor-
mation of a “scattered mass into a single unit,” as educator David Yudilovitz
had hoped.?®

Rather than the product of unequivocal processes of secularization, then,
the Zionist culture that was created in Palestine in the prewar years owed much
of its being to a complicated relationship between the secular and the sacred. It
was forged through a multilayered interface between secularization on the one
hand and an attempted reclamation of a language of myth and a politics of
quasi-religious pathos, on the other hand, that seemed to many Zionists to have
been forsaken in Jewish social and political life since the Haskalah.



242 BECOMING HEBREW

This return to myth, the repossession and refiguration of the sacred, is
evident in virtually every aspect of the Yishuv’s cultural activity. It is present
in the language used by Abraham Idelsohn to couch his musical project
in the tradition of mystical ascent and his presentation of national music as
the modern-day equivalent to prophecy, the only place in Jewish life where one
might still find “a spark of the souls of the prophets.” Boris Schatz’s self-image
as a latter-day Bezalel Ben-Uri devoted to the task of bringing a new Torah to a
revived Israel equally employed the language and imagery of prophecy and
revelation. And this imagery resonated well beyond the bounds of the spe-
cialized undertakings of uniquely talented individuals such as Schatz and
Idelsohn, permeating the most basic components of the Yishuv’s new culture,
as is evident in so omnipresent an endeavor as the creation of a spoken He-
brew. The choice of Hebrew, as I have argued (in chapter 4), meant a decision
to imbue every aspect of the Yishuv’s life with a language that, to its propo-
nents, pulsated with ancient cosmic cords binding the nation to its land. The
concrete steps adopted in the re-creation of the Hebrew language—from its
accent and mannerisms to the forms given to Hebrew education, holidays, and
the Yishuv’'s public space—were designed quite self-consciously to re-gather
those cords and replay their chords. If Peter Burke has cautioned cultural
historians to be aware that at times “the fagade of tradition may mask inno-
vation,”?! the opposite may at times be equally true. I have therefore made an
effort also to penetrate the facade of innovation that was so common in the
claims and self-image of many of Zionism'’s cultural activists and to determine
where in fact it may mask a lingering influence of the traditional.

“Sacred symbols,” Clifford Geertz suggests, “function to synthesize a
people’s ethos—the tone, character, and quality of their life, its moral and
aesthetic style and mood—and their world view—the picture they have of the
way things in sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of order.”?* It
was in large measure toward the creation of precisely such a system of re-
shaping Jewish reality so as to allow Jewish individuals and the Jewish col-
lective to regain a sacrality that had ostensibly been lost by previous
generations of modern Jews that many of the cultural endeavors undertaken in
Palestine in the years preceding the First World War were aimed. By gener-
ating a system of symbols expressed in new customs, rituals, and language, all
of which were infused with new meanings, those bent on nationalizing the
Yishuv played a pivotal part in the dramatic transformation of Jewish life in the
twentieth century.

Given this resonance of a language of sacrality, it is not surprising that
debates over the place of Jewish tradition and religion in the national culture
of the Yishuv erupted virtually with the very birth of agricultural settlement in



CONCLUSION 243

Palestine in the final two decades of the nineteenth century and continued in
the struggles over the contours of educational and cultural institutions in an
increasingly Zionized Yishuv. In many ways, Israeli society in the early twenty-
first century continues to live new renditions of these tensions. What I hope to
have shown is that in seeking to understand them, the kinds of distinctions
between attitudes toward “religion” on the one hand and toward “tradition” on
the other that have been employed in the past®® ought to be rethought and
replaced with more nuanced and complex conceptualizations of religiosity,
religion, and tradition in which a no less multifaceted spectrum of attitudes
toward the sacred and the profane, and toward traditional Jewish pasts (how-
ever conceived) continually negotiate their places in the life of the budding
nation.

Conceived in this way, it becomes evident that, notwithstanding the terms
in which they are most often articulated, the social, cultural, and political
conflicts of religion in Israel today continue to be struggles not only for the
much-cited and notoriously fuzzy “status-quo” balance between a secular
nation-state (and its “secular” representatives) and a (potentially) encroaching
religious tradition (and its representatives). They also constitute an ongoing
negotiation of a much more difficult kind—one that is hardly limited to Zio-
nism or the Jewish world—over the limits of the mundane and the appropriate
uses, boundaries, and essence of the sacred.

The two struggles that stand at either end of this period serve as an instructive
framework by highlighting the scope of the metamorphosis that took place in
Jewish Palestine between the beginning of the twentieth century and the
outbreak of the Great War. The Uganda controversy at the outset of the period
found a fractured and disunited Yishuv and a no less divided Zionist move-
ment that could point to little consensus on even its most fundamental pre-
cepts. Already in a state of economic and moral crisis, the effect on the Yishuv
of the emotional and bitter clash was to exacerbate differences and hinder (and,
in the case of the conflict between the Great Assembly and the Va’'ad ha-
Agudot, completely obstruct) some of the work of cultural and institutional
nationalization that was already under way.

At the other end, the language war and the closing months of the pre-
World War I era found a very different Yishuv, more united than ever before
under an emerging (and self-proclaimed) local-national leadership in its new
struggle for a Palestinian Hebrew national culture. If Uganda had further
atomized an already divided Yishuv, the language war came, on the contrary,
as the stormy culmination of increasing institutional crystallization. In the
process, Palestine’s versions of Zionist nationalism had become a powerful
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rallying force for a segment of the country’s Jewish population that by now
constituted a critical mass and had wrested enough control of important in-
stitutional and symbolic power bases to have made itself the kernel of a na-
tional and nationalizing entity (however much that kernel remained in other
senses divided and its visions contested). The language war served also as an
initial indication that the nationalization of Palestine’s Jewish community had
by 1914 become a well enough entrenched (if still partial and somewhat ten-
uous) reality to allow the Yishuv first to weather the profound disruptions
wrought by the World War and later to act as the foundation when the work
of national construction was resumed in the dramatically altered (and, from
the Zionist perspective, far more favorable) conditions prevailing in Palestine
after the war.

In attempting to understand how Zionists in Palestine went about actually
creating this new nation (rather than merely conceiving it), an understanding
of the Zionist undertaking as an almost exclusive drive for Jewish political
sovereignty, with statehood as its principal manifestation and culture as a
corollary (as Alain Dieckhoff has proposed, for example)** seems unsatisfy-
ingly thin. Much of the Zionism that unfolded in Palestine in the years pre-
ceding the First World War, as I hope the preceding discussion has suggested,
ought instead to be understood as an undertaking aimed not principally at the
creation of a Jewish state—a goal that in any case seemed so distant a prospect
in this autumn of Ottoman rule as to have become secondary in the thought of
most of the Yishuv’s engaged Zionists—but rather at the construction of this
new Jewish national culture and a reconfigured Jewish cosmology and through
them to the transformation of Jewish life.

Dieckhoff, moreover (following on the trail of a well established historio-
graphical tradition), seems to identify the central pillar of modern Zionism and
its principal revolutionary thrust in a “desacralization” of Jewish language and
community that allowed the political to become the foremost aspect of life.”
But if striving for statehood is to be understood as the sine qua non of the
political and a necessary condition for nationalism, then pre-World War I
Zionism, at least insofar as it was played out in its central laboratory in Pa-
lestine, would have to be judged as neither political at all nor a nationalist
movement. In fact, however, the terms by which we understand nationalism
and its political agendas ought to be significantly broadened. In place of the
ostensibly distinct and bare-bones political sphere in whose service Zionism'’s
territorial, cultural, linguistic, and educational resources were mobilized,
I have adopted here a notion of politics that seems to me to be implied by
much of the literature on modern Jewish politics, in which culture, ideology,
language, and much more are all of a piece. “Politics and culture,” as Eli
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Lederhendler writes, “are both aspects of social interaction and they are ex-
perienced in tandem, like space and time.”2¢

I would add only that even this formulation seems to make a somewhat
excessively sharp distinction between the realms of culture and politics rather
than positing them more explicitly—like time and space themselves, to use
Lederhendler’s compelling analogy—as aspects of a single continuum of hu-
man activity, whose distinctions are produced to a large extent by the observer
and the act of observation. The story of Zionism in Palestine and of the creation
of a Hebrew national culture there seems to underscore this unity and obliges
the historian to try to understand these two seemingly distinct fields of human
activity as varying refractions of light emanating from what is ultimately a
single source. The cultural and the political, in this sense, are neither distinct
forms of nationalism nor discrete stages in the development of a national
movement.”’” Rather (at least insofar as this particular national movement
seems to indicate), they are coterminous facets of a composite project for the
shaping of human lives in the modern world. They are in this sense (to follow
Lederhendler’s analogy from physics) more akin to the wave-particle nature of
light than to a graduated evolutionary development in which one supersedes
and supplants the other.

I have therefore attempted in this book to conceive of these spheres of
human activity as bound together by indissoluble bonds. The sweeping nature
of the revolution envisioned by Palestine’s activists allows for an examina-
tion of cultural change conceived in a way that seems to me more compelling
since it employs an expansive notion of culture in which politics, social and
economic activities, and much more are necessarily intertwined. As I hope the
preceding chapters have demonstrated, in Zionist activity in Palestine, diplo-
macy and politics (vis-a-vis the Ottoman authorities, the Arabs of the land, and
the European powers) were not at root separate from the educational and
linguistic undertakings in the Yishuv, which were in turn inherently inter-
woven with the establishment of new festivals and ways of celebrating tradi-
tional holidays, modes of dress and speech, and the creation of a new music
and national art.

The self-professed revolutionism of many of the leading protagonists in
this drama was rooted not only in a particular picture of Jewish culture and its
ailments but also in a broader conceptualization of culture as a principal
constitutive element for the molding of human lives and hence as the key force
that might reshape Jewish life. Through their focus on culture as a powerful
historical force, the protagonists of this study seemed in some sense almost
to be compelling me, in telling their story, to address head-on a number of
challenges that confront the history of cultures and mentalities and to try to
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sketch those ever-elusive lines that somehow make connections between
people’s images, ideas, and beliefs, the “objective” conditions of their lives, and
their concrete (and observable) public and private behaviors. Studies of Zion-
ism and of the culture of the Yishuv in particular have often fallen somewhat
short in charting the progression that led from the founding sets of ideas to
tangible social and political realities in Palestine, later Israel, and in finding a
fitting place for the creation of the Yishuv’s distinct culture as a salient com-
ponent of that transformation. It was this ability to translate ideas into reality—
indeed, to go beyond this and to literally practice them into reality®® by giving
them tangible expression in concrete cultural forms and new ways of living—
that strikes me as one of the most remarkable aspects of the Zionist under-
taking in these critical years.

This book has therefore sought to provide at least a partial map of that
voyage—in this sense to heed the advice of Michel Vovelle and to conceive of a
history of mentalities that is “the study of the mediations and of the dialectical
relationship between the objective conditions of human life and the ways in
which people narrate it, and even live it.”?® I have attempted to avoid the twin
pitfalls of a history of ideas that is disconnected from the social reality in which
those ideas develop and of a social history that relegates ideas to the position of
epiphenomena. In piecing together the puzzle of national culture in Jewish
Palestine and the routes taken to create it, I have cast ideas, images, and
representations in two roles at once. They were both historical forces in their
own right, serving to motivate the work of Palestine’s activists and to shape the
institutions they formed. And they were themselves products of the work that
was undertaken by identifiable groups and individuals—created by real people
in particular historical circumstances.

Seen in this light, the Zionist project in Palestine offers insight not only
into the comprehensive refiguration of Jewishness that it undertook but also
more broadly into the nature of culture as a historical force and its develop-
ment in the modern world under the impact of the social and cultural earth-
quakes of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and of the
revolutionary modernizing ideologies that so deeply influenced Jewish life first
in Europe and later in Palestine. It seems, moreover, to bear important im-
plications for our understanding not only of Jewish modernity but also of that
modernity itself in whose problematics and crises of identity the Jews figured
so prominently. It was, after all, a project aimed at once at bringing about
internal transformations within Jewish society and culture and in many senses
also at effecting a revolutionary change in the mutually constitutive relation-
ship between “the Jew” and modem European cultures on one side and the
cultures of “the Orient” on the other.
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This potential to shed light onto so much that is integral to the modern
brings to mind Adrian Hastings’s lament over the relative scholarly neglect of
Zionism as a part of the nationalist landscape. To be sure, there is much that is
problematic in his analysis of Jewish history and nationalism (and perhaps of
nationalism generally). Like some of the scholars he criticizes, Hastings too
seems, for one thing, to oversimplify the interrelationship between the nation,
nationalism, and the state, at least as they take shape in the Zionist case, when
he argues (against a modernist view of nationalization from above) that “here, if
anywhere, the basic order runs: nation, nationalism, nation-state.”*° Rather than
this linear progression from primordial nationhood to nationalism and then
to the state, it is instead precisely the elaborate oscillation between these three
(particularly the first two) that lends importance to his call for greater attention
to Zionism in the study of nationalism. In some senses the nation—or pieces of
nationhood—seems indeed to have preceded Zionist nationalism and to have
been there ready for use by nationalists. In other cases, Zionists themselves were
acutely aware of what they deemed the absence of virtually any critical consti-
tutive elements of nationhood. A principal goal of the foregoing chapters has
been to examine these intricacies of Zionist nation-making in the hope that, as
Hastings suggests, it may indeed teach us something about the emergence of
modern nationalisms and their often complex relationships with the cultural
identities and political-social groupings that preceded them.

Furthermore—and this seems critical in understanding both Zionism'’s
goals and its historical path—it is not just the nation-state that awaits down the
road as the ultimate fulfillment of both nation and nationalism but the national
language and culture, and the revolution it envisioned in the very meaning of
Jewishness. Zionism was in this sense much more—or perhaps at times less—
than a nationalism whose “goal like theirs [other nationalisms] was the crea-
tion of a nation-state.”*' In some of its undertakings (such as the linguistic
project) Zionism was not unlike many other nationalist movements. In other
ways—in the depth of the transformation it sought to effect, for example—it
was at least arguably different from most, a result of the particular circum-
stances and dilemmas of the modern European Jews who created it. Thus,
Zionism may, on the one hand, present a story of nation making that was in
one sense more creation out of thin cloth than in a case such as France, where
rural peasants were not expected to uproot themselves physically and cross a
sea in order to become “Frenchmen.”*? At the same time, Zionism’s invention
of culture and traditions involved the manifest and extensive use of very deeply
entrenched traditional elements. In this sense, it seems to present a picture of
cultural construction that was less invention ex nihilo than is often supposed
and than was perhaps the case in some other nationalist movements.
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If, as Anthony Smith argues, nationalism ought to be understood as a
selective adoption, adaptation, and reinterpretation of selected “pre-existing
symbolisms, mythologies, attachments, and beliefs of traditional religions and
outlooks,”** the case of Zionism and its changing discourse and imagery is a
revealing instance of the dynamic nature of a nationalist hermeneutics and its
ongoing process of selection and adaptation. Hobsbawm and Ranger’s notion
of “the invention of tradition” may indeed be a useful one here, but it calls for
qualification and modification in ways that will better point to the ramified and
multifaceted relationship between past and present, between memory con-
tinually recast and amnesia repeatedly redeployed, so as to avoid the pitfalls of
a fundamentally ahistoric deus ex machina image that emerges from some
of the work that serves as the backbone of the modernization thesis of na-
tionalism. Nationalists, as Geoff Eley and Ronald Suny write, “make their own
history, but not entirely as they please; not with cultures of their own choos-
ing, but with cultures directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the
past.”>*

The story of the nationalization of the Jewish Yishuv of Palestine, however,
poses a challenge to Anthony Smith’s proposed model as well. Smith has
suggested that the stress on an unproblematized secularization as a central
component of nationalism is the result of a focus on “official nationalisms of
secular elites,” to whom such a model may be applicable. He contrasts this
with the “popular nationalism of the lower classes,” which, he argues, drew
more deeply on an unmediated experience of religious traditions.*® In early
twentieth-century Zionism, however, this distinction does not seem helpful.
The agents of nationalization in this case were in many senses a secularizing
intellectual elite, of course, but they themselves not only had an unmediated
experience of religious tradition but—however ambivalent their relationship
with it was—they also very actively drew on that tradition, both consciously and
unconsciously, in their efforts to shape a national culture. To be sure, they were
invariably committed to what most would have comfortably termed a “secular”
Jewish culture. In creating it, however, they relied substantially on religious
motifs, symbols, and rituals in an effort, on one level, to thwart them but in so
doing also to reclaim and recast them and thus to recapture a sacrality that
Jewish modernity seemed to many of them to have lost. This tension—and the
internal contradictions that it produced in the Yishuv’s emerging culture—was
one of the central inheritances that the prewar cultural project bequeathed to
future generations in Palestine and later in Israel.

Indeed, whatever the revolutionary pretenses and intentions of many (al-
though not all) of Palestine’s activists, the culture that came to characterize the
Yishuv drew with particular strength upon traditional Jewish cultures in a
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number of crucial ways, while roundly rejecting it in many others. It was,
perhaps, precisely this dialectical interplay that served as a central reason for
the success of the cultural undertakings of 1903-1914 in forging a new na-
tional culture. Both the telling parallels to European nationalisms and the
particularities of the Zionist case of the “nationalization of the masses”* in
Palestine offer an illuminating glimpse into aspects of the birth of modern
nations, the invention of national cultures, and especially, perhaps, the com-
plex dialectic of radical innovation and lingering tradition that these “invented
traditions” could accommodate.

Ernest Gellner has argued (influentially) for an utter arbitrariness that
went into constructing the cultures of nationalism.’” The story of cultural
invention in Jewish Palestine, however, evokes Marc Bloch’s caution against
any history that assumes that “within a generation or two, human affairs have
undergone a change which is not merely rapid, but total, so that no institution
of long standing, no traditional form of conduct, could have escaped [it).”
A society that could experience such radical transformation in so limited a
period of time, Bloch adds, “would have to be a structure so malleable as to be
virtually invertebrate.”*® Gellner's “preferred perspective of modernization
from above” and its depiction of the nation as a social-political body that
emerges virtually ex nihilo, with few or no links to a past of any kind not only
makes it difficult “to pay adequate attention to the view from below,” as Eric
Hobsbawm (who himself tends toward an “invention” that seems excessively
severed from historical moorings) has argued,*” but also appears unconducive
to a sense of historicity in any account of cultural change and of nationalist
cultural undertakings in particular.

In their efforts, Palestine’s Zionists drew on a large number of models
provided by a Europe in the throes of nationalist (and other) inventions of
cultural traditions, as Eric Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger’s now classic book
has shown.*® As I argue in the introduction to this book, however, it was
invention of a very particular and composite kind that forged the new Hebrew
nation in Palestine. Dialectical dialogue with Jewish traditional sources was
often joined by no less strained and equivocal relationships with other cultural
referents—whether in emulation or repudiation. These included what were
understood to be the civilizations of “Occident” and “Orient,” the heritages of
various Jewish ethnic groups inside and outside of Palestine, and new Euro-
pean aesthetic sensibilities and movements, along with the imageries some of
them often educed of the nation and the modern men and women who con-
stituted it. Although the national entity that emerged in Palestine and its
characteristic culture were unmistakably (and self-consciously) new, the lit-
urgy and the sets of symbols, images, customs, and practices that gave them
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their form were also firmly rooted in many ways in enduring images, language,
and symbolisms (albeit often dramatically transformed) taken from a range of
Jewish and non-Jewish sources.

In recounting the construction of that culture historically, [ have attempted to
strike a balance between the unity and multiplicity that are inherent in any
culture, and certainly in one created jointly and so deliberately by individuals
and groups who often differed deeply in their visions of that culture. On the
one hand, as I have stressed, this is a history of transition from fragmentation
to at least a degree of homogenization, as its central protagonists in fact wished
for it to be. Indeed, a unifying impulse, as should be abundantly clear from the
preceding pages, was among the principal beacons directing the work of Pa-
lestine’s cultural activists. While the nature of this study has not allowed me to
provide a significant platform for the voices of those who were the less en-
thusiastic subjects of nationalization—a field of study that remains relatively
unexplored*'—I have at the same time attempted also to highlight the mul-
tihued nature of the nationalizing impulse and the many rifts within it, along
with the competition between distinct groups who claimed to be the nation’s
vanguard and the bearers of its national culture.

While a foundation of common national cultural motifs, practices, and
self-imagery was created to a somewhat surprising degree in the Yishuv by the
outbreak of the First World War, this should not blind one, of course, to the
persistence of ideological diversity and cultural discord within the Zionist
project in Palestine or to the continued political conflicts and many social
fissures within the Yishuv and later in the state of Israel. In conceiving of the
Zionist Yishuv’s efforts to generate a national culture, [ have attempted to write
a cultural history that is at once the story of interaction among different, and at
times competing, cultures that are engaged simultaneously, however, in an
effort to forge a unifying and homogeneous life whose shared meanings would
be generated through a range of cultural images and practices. Seen in this
light, the cultural history of the Yishuv ought to be understood as one in which
unity and diversity exist in conjunction and in dialectical tension with one
another at virtually any historical moment and in each cultural artifact.*?

This interplay between competition and commonalities among the con-
tending national elites helped to catapult a particular version of the new He-
brew culture into a position of primacy in the Yishuv and to place a particular
group, eventually composed predominantly of members of the second Aliya
Labor-Zionist elite, into a position of cultural and political hegemony as the
bearers and—as they successfully (if not entirely accurately) persuaded many
of the Yishuv’s historians—the creators of that culture. Yet, however powerful
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a hold Labor-Zionism would turn out by the 1930s to have on the Yishuv—
socially, politically, culturally, and ideologically—the nationalizing elite that
in fact created the infrastructure of the culture they would later represent was,
in its formative years, a very diverse group that included individuals who
diverged from one another in their cultural outlooks and backgrounds, in their
visions of the future Jewish nation, and in their approaches to creating it. What
would soon be identified as the Hebrew culture of the Yishuv and the product
of Labor-Zionism included much that had in fact been generated (and be-
queathed) by such activists as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda and Hemda Ben-Yehuda,
Boris Schatz, Abraham Zvi Idelsohn, Arthur Ruppin, David Yellin and Aviezer
Yellin—individuals who were generationally and culturally distant from the
world of the young labor “halutzim” (pioneers)—in addition, of course, to the
important work of figures such as Rachel Yanait, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, David Ben-
Gurion, Yosef Aharonowitz, and A. D. Gordon.

The immigrant nature of the Yishuv, moreover, not only provided an
important number of the masses (such as they were) who were to be nation-
alized but also brought to the shores of Jaffa and the country’s growing Jewish
centers a comparatively broad base of grassroots activists, whose motivations
might be phrased in terms of a desire to “wet the soil of the land” with the sweat
of one’s brow, as some of the letters by young potential immigrants indicate,
or in terms of the eyesore caused by the neighbors’ non-Hebrew mono-
grammed linens hanging out to dry in Rosh Pinah (see chapters 5 and 6 re-
spectively). These were people who might not be members of the nationalizing
“elite” in any identifiable way but who undertook willingly and often partici-
pated actively in the project of becoming national—becoming Hebrews.**

The embryonic state of the Yishuv’s nationalizing institutions, moreover,
and the possibility of creating a wide range of new vehicles of national ex-
pression in a seemingly inchoate land facilitated the potential for this kind of
broad-based participation since it appeared to make it possible for disparate
groups to experiment in fashioning themselves into nationalizing institutions.
Some of these met with greater success and longevity than others. Ha-Shomer
would become a national myth in its own time, while the related Ha-Horesh
would disappear as an organization, although many of its ideas (e.g., creating a
class of Jewish peasants) would continue to pulsate within other expressions of
popular longings for a new self-image. The Maccabi Athletic Association,
whose first Jaffa branch was established in 1906, would go on in its later
configuration as Tel-Aviv Maccabi to win Israel numerous European cups in
basketball (first in 1977) and to become (or remain) a consequent source of
national pride, while Simcha Ben-Zion's attempt to create a native Palestinian
literature with the publication of Ha-Omer would be largely forgotten.
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Pre-World War One Palestine was a dynamic place. Within the span of little
more than a decade, the Yishuv’s population experienced a severe economic
and moral depression; an ideological crisis of the first degree; demographic
decline and waves of emigration, followed by the arrival of renewed waves of
young migrants to the country; political revolution and changes of regime;
the erection of numerous new cultural and other institutions; repeated in-
ternal struggles and the early stirrings of a budding national conflict; and
finally, the outbreak of a world war and the local crisis it spawned. One of
the goals of this book has been to draw a dynamic picture of the Yishuv
based in a cultural history that is in essence about “becoming” rather than
mere “being.” The preceding chapters, I believe, give a telling voice to the
sense that it would indeed have been difficult at any given time to speak of a
particular state of being in the Yishuv. It was a reality of tremendous flux and
change—politically, demographically, ideologically, institutionally, and even
linguistically—and the evolving project of cultural creation was both a catalyst
in this dynamic and, inevitably, also its product.

The sense of “becoming”—of being in the midst of historical creation—
seems to me not to be the wishful projection of a cultural historian. Rather, it
reverberates loudly from the pages of private letters, diaries, and the folios of
published materials alike. In pre-World War One Palestine, culture was very
self-consciously something to be intentionally and deliberately invented, cre-
ated, and generated through a kind of active work that demanded daily reen-
gagement even as it was designed to transform everyday life. The emergence of
this national culture consequently offers an extraordinarily rich opportunity to
examine the processes by which culture can be generated through the directed
efforts of a cadre of individuals devoted to the processes of nationalization and
to the dissemination of that culture.

The shattering war that would soon engulf and then transform much of
the world—and beget dramatic change in Palestine—was already raging in the
summer of 1915, when the third graduating class prepared for the end of its
schooling at the Hebrew Gymnasium in Tel Aviv. “A great responsibility has
been placed upon the shoulders of the youth in our age,” Ha-Po'el Ha-Tza'ir
explained in its wishes to the graduating students. And the greatest burden of
all, the journal continued,

falls upon you, who have been raised and educated in the Land of
Israel. A choice of two paths stands before us: Either a complete
transvaluation of values in every aspect of our lives—and national
rebirth; or continued traversal of the tried and beaten path—and
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national death. ... Your time has now come to make this choice—and
may you choose the path of life!**

High-school students in the Yishuv, it seems, were expected to be thinking
of more than the next day’s homework. They were seen as standing at a critical
juncture, whose outcome was as yet uncertain. Those involved in this ambi-
tious undertaking were, in their own minds, the critical generation, the turn-
ing point in Jewish history.

By the time war broke out, a set of initially haphazard and somewhat
disparate cultural endeavors had become sufficiently harmonized to constitute
the infrastructure of a new (albeit still small) Jewish national society in Pa-
lestine with its own distinct way of life. The world war and the dramatic
transformations it brought about in Palestine led, of course, to significant
changes in many of the components of that national liturgy, whose develop-
ment would continue into the British mandatory period and then the statehood
years. Contemporary Israeli society, with its ongoing bitter and divisive debates
and seemingly continuous crises of identity, seems to shine a spotlight on
Eugen Weber’s appeal to see the nation not as a given reality but rather as “a
work-in-progress.”**> Many of the roots of today’s struggles can be plainly
identified in the conflicts and predicaments that haunted the Yishuv in the
early twentieth century, when the foundations of that work—still in progress—
were laid.
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