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Motti Golani

“We’re on the Map”

The political-diplomatic dimension of the relations of the Zionist movement, the Yishuv, and Israel with Europe
In 1977, the Maccabi Tel Aviv basketball team won the European Cup for championship teams. Anyone who observed the Israeli reaction to that event from the outside, undoubtedly found it difficult to grasp the intensity of the joy on the Israeli street, not least among people who had no interest in the sport. On its return home, the team was welcomed with honours usually reserved for national heroes. At the end of the game, while still on the court, the team captain, Tal Brody, shouted into the microphone: “We’re on the map!” Whether he realized it or not, those words went to the heart of an Israeli feeling whose roots lie at the beginning of the Zionist experience in the late nineteenth century.

Historically, the Jewish people, most of which lived in Europe until the Holocaust, viewed its existence through the prism of two maps. There was the real map, according to which the Jews were concentrated in communities of memory which defined themselves according to a dual code: the Jewish code and the code of the country in which they lived, whose language they generally spoke and whose laws they upheld. And there was the second, utopian map, at the center of which was the Land of Israel and Jerusalem as a theological aspiration to be realized in the latter days.

From the end of the nineteenth century the new Jewish national revolution (Zionism) sought to switch the maps. Its success was greater than the fomenters of the revolution foresaw. They sought a place in the sun on the map of the Middle East, whereas their political reality remained on the map of Europe. In other words, the pragmatism was shifted from Europe to Palestine, and the utopia was shifted from there to Europe.

To a well-known degree, the Zionist movement was established according to the ideological, cultural, and political model of the European nationalism that flourished in the nineteenth century, especially its democratic-liberal version, and later the social-democratic model. The Jews were not only the students of this form of nationalism, as my colleague Fania Oz-Salzberger argues justly, they were also among its mentors and founders.

The fathers of Zionism, most of them educated, secular Europeans, set out to translate the national concepts of the majority society in which they lived into the distinctive conditions of the Jewish people. Even if many of them were of Eastern or Central European origin – from Russia to Germany – they espoused the liberal-democratic model of Western Europe.

Theodor Herzl, the founder and first president of the Zionist movement, was a product of German culture. His successor, David Wolffsohn, though born in Lithuania, was likewise a proponent of German culture. Chaim Weizmann was from Russia and Nahum Sokolow from Poland. All of them looked westward, first toward Germany, then toward France, and finally toward Britain. (For the purposes of this discussion, it is important to point out that in their perception; England was an integral part of Europe.)

The political situation at the end of the First World War did much to reinforce this tendency. From its inception, Zionism excelled in pragmatism. The movement was ready to cooperate with the Ottoman rulers of Palestine, and even more conveniently if history had brought Germans or the French to that land. As it happened, the British conquest of Palestine overlaid this pragmatism with an already existing inner inclination to adopt the British political model. This being so, after World War I, the main thrust of Zionism’s political and diplomatic interest was aimed at Britain.

The close cooperation between Britain and the Zionist movement since the Balfour Declaration of 1917 cannot be explained simply by converging policy interests. What accounts for the fact that a philo-British approach ranged across the entire Zionist spectrum, from the nationalist right of Ze’ev Jabotinsky and the centrism of Chaim Weizmann to the Labor movement led by Berl Katznelson and David Ben-Gurion? Was Herzl’s temporary agreement, in 1903, to establish a Jewish national home in Uganda (with the British rule there), or Ben-Gurion’s request, made nearly fifty years later, when he was prime minister, for Israel to be admitted to the British Commonwealth, only the result of sheer political pragmatism?

It is not my intention to claim that the Jewish national project in Palestine sought to emulate British culture in all its aspects. Of course not. After all, the Yishuv – the pre-1948 Jewish community in Palestine – was a diverse community of immigrants that included non-European groups. And even if the Europeans were numerically dominant and their political and cultural primacy was clear, those who were of Polish and Russian origin differed greatly from those whose origins lay in Germany. Culturally, at least, none of them was eager to forgo the attachment to their country of origin. Furthermore, the community of immigrants from English-speaking countries, and from Britain in particular, was very small. Among all these groups, it was the Jewish community of German origin that stood out, especially beginning in the 1930s. Their cultural separatism, and the fact that their life style naturally realized the latent ambition of the immigrants from Eastern Europe, who were dominant in the Yishuv at the time, made their life was far from simple.

The affinity to Britain was not self-evident for another reason as well: British imperialism weighed heavily on the socialist Labour movement, though it did not deter its leaders from evincing an interest in the British political model. To the careful observer from this distance in time, it is clear that even economically the Labour movement in the Yishuv in its own way drew on ideas that originated in Britain, especially in the Labour Party there. The nationalist right, which would later do battle  against British rule in Palestine, often reacted more like an unrequited lover than a determined political adversary. For the moderate urban center and right, Britain was a more natural role model.

Much has been written about the alacrity and enthusiasm with which the Yishuv accepted Britain’s readiness to implement the terms of the Mandate. I would add that one of the reasons that this process of tutorship succeeded was because beyond the practical aspects of governing which the Zionists learned from their British mentors in Palestine, there was a Zionist approach that in the past had seen the British-European goods on sale in the diplomatic window, did its best to acquire them and, having succeeded, began to make enthusiastic use of the acquisitions. Otherwise, I find it difficult to explain how the Jewish autonomy regime that sprang up in Palestine under British auspices was able to become a full-fledged state within only thirty years (1918–1948). So impressive was this success that some historians of the period maintain that with the termination of the British Mandate over Palestine in 1948, and the establishment of the State of Israel, it makes more sense to talk about continuation than about change.

The political model that the new Jewish state abrogated to itself was British at least in terms of its general contours. This finds expression in the centrality of the parliament as the legislative branch, a government formed on the basis of the balance of power in the parliament, a dominant prime minister, an independent (and very British) judiciary, and, finally, a kind of “low-dosage king” in the form of an elected representative president who embodies the sovereignty of the state and has a largely symbolic importance. This affinity was graphically illustrated in 1951, when the British Parliament awarded its Israeli brother the menorah sculpture which to this day remains the most prominent figure at the entrance to the Knesset in Jerusalem.

The Zionist connection with Britain in the international sphere was even more clear-cut and certainly convenient. The foreign policy of the Zionist movement, and afterward of Israel, operated on the supposition that Zionism and Israel had no chance without the connection with Britain in particular and with Western Europe in general. Since the late 1940s, that supposition was a cornerstone of the Zionist foreign policy, which, at least until the 1960s, believed that Western Europe was the country’s best prospect to achieve meaningful international support. It’s no accident that I have not yet mentioned the United States. It makes no difference whether Britain was a default choice at the time, because, for obvious reasons, ties with Germany had become impossible since the beginning of the 1930s, and ties with France were of no avail at a time when the government in Palestine took its instructions from London rather than Paris. The tendency, which was more pragmatic than natural, to look for support in the rising power of the United States, can be traced as far back as the early 1940s, in the wake of the serious crisis in the Zionist movement’s relations with Britain on the eve of the Second World War. However, for reasons unrelated to Israel, the ties with Washington did not come to fruition until the 1960s.

Prior to that, when the crisis in relations with Britain reached its peak, between 1945 and 1948, the Zionist movement and then the State of Israel moved back a bit eastward, to France. Cooperation with France developed as early as 1947, and even if it was originally a coalition based on disappointment in Britain, it soon stood on its own firm political foundations, on which was constructed, with no difficulty, political identification that covered a selective but very necessary historical line extending from the French Revolution to the Fourth Republic of the 1950s.

The French-Israeli-British collusion in the Suez crisis of 1956–1957 was a climax of developments in which Israel acted, even is with some gritting of teeth, alongside the former partner, Britain, and the current one, France. In 1959, Israel reached a very desirable state of affairs from its point of view: close relations with France and re-warming ties with Britain. That ended in 1967 with the Israeli-French rift in the wake of the Six Day War and the emerging ties between Israel and the United States at the expense of Europe.

The crisis in Franco-Israeli relations in 1967 seemed to be a replay of the crisis of relations between Zionism and Britain in the decade from 1939 to 1948. In both cases the Zionist/Israeli response was far from substantive: there was a great deal of disappointment and much emotion, beyond what was called for by the demands of political pragmatism.

It seems to me that it is equally difficult to understand Israel’s relations with the Federal Republic of West Germany without taking into account the special attachment to Europe as a painful, bleeding, constantly disappointing yet always natural place of support. In historical perspective, the process of the rehabilitation of Israeli-German relations, from the Reparations Agreement of 1952 to the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1965, will be seen as especially rapid in the light of the vast wound that exists between the two countries – a wound that there is no way to ignore. The important fact here is that the diplomatic feelers in the 1950s originated precisely on the Israeli side. Everyone is aware of the thesis that underlying those relations was the emergence of what Ben-Gurion called “the other Germany.” According to this view, Israeli-German relations developed because of the successful separation of the tragedy of the Holocaust from the needs of realpolitik; that is, Israel’s diplomatic and economic needs, the deterioration of its relations with France, the influence of the United States on the Federal Republic, and the latter’s desire to support Israel as a counterweight to East Germany’s burgeoning relations with the Arab states. However, this is largely a non-historical account. It goes too far in separating politics from emotions and from culture in the larger sense. It seems to me that Israeli-German relations developed, despite and in the shadow of the Holocaust, in part for reasons of realpolitik – but also because of Israel’s return, painfully and inchoately, to old, familiar territory. This argument is rarely cited in the history books, perhaps because of the inability or unwillingness of historians and of the society in which they work to address it in the Israeli-German context.

The Cold War displaced Europe from its central position in the Middle East. The United States and the Soviet Union colluded to achieve that result, which has become even more extreme at the policy level since the collapse of the Soviet Union. In my view, however, the dominance of political scientists and international relations specialists in contemporary historical research has produced far-reaching conclusions with respect to the Israeli-European rift in the past generation (since the 1967 war). No rash conclusions should be reached here: deep currents of historical, cultural, and political affinities are still striving to reach the surface, and their time will come. For many Israelis, the fall of the Soviet Bloc restored Europe as a geographical-cultural entity that makes possible a cautious return to the past. History, culture, and geography, too, link Israel naturally to Europe. They antedate diplomatic or political deeds. And they may prove even be stronger than Israel’s ties with the United States in the present. The cry, “We are on the map”, although emanating from an Israeli Jew, who was born in the United States, was uttered in Europe, and not by chance.

