Avi Shilon—Recommendation 1

I warmly and unreservedly recommend Dr. Avi Shilon as a candidate for the Biography fellowship. I am very familiar with his academic writing and cannot overstate the immensity of its contribution to research.
Shilon’s professional CV shows him to be a versatile, wise, thoroughgoing, and productive researcher. His writing reflects broad erudition in political thinking, political science, philosophy, and history, bodies of knowledge that have served him well in analyzing the main ideologies and movements in Israeli politics and the nexus of politics and religion in the Israeli political culture. His writing, a methodological blend of political science and history, skillfully shuttles between examining the Israeli case through the prisms of general theories and painstaking archival work that invests his writing with important empirical credibility.
The result is a series of research achievements of the highest order, coupled with multiple interpretive insights arising from the research articles and three monographs that Shilon has published in English and Hebrew: one offering a new and fascinating perspective on the collapse of the political orientation of the Israeli peace camp; another—a political biography of David Ben-Gurion in his political declining years, revising the predominantly disdainful assessment of those years in the life of Israel’s founding leader, who was no then longer in command; and third—the first scientific biography of the political life of Menachem Begin, co-published by Yale University Press, which boosted Shilon to a central position among Begin scholars and prompted Oxford University to invite him to write the entry on Begin in its bibliographic project in Israel Studies.
In addition to these is Shilon’s immensely interesting doctoral dissertation, not yet published in book form. It revolves around the stances of the leaders of the Revisionist Movement toward the Jewish religion from 1925–2005. This issue has important implications not only for understanding Revisionism at its outset, but also for comprehending the roots of Begin’s political orientation at least from the 1960s onward and, to a large extent, decoding the Likud’s political behavior today and explaining the actual—beyond the conjectural—basis of the “political bloc” that has allowed this party to remain in power.
Thus, the object of this recommendation is a researcher who, since the outset of his career, has produced four rich and far-reaching studies of the origins of Israeli politics and its development across eighty years, from the 1920s to our times. Fundamental research accomplishments such as these are uncommon in the politological, historical, and sociological worlds of Israeli political research. Dr. Shilon has already risen to prominence among current scholars in his ability to evaluate the full breadth and depth of contemporary Israeli politics from long-term perspectives.
To explain myself, allow me to elaborate somewhat on Shilon’s main research achievements, insofar as I may do so in this setting. His most recent book, Togat HaSmol (The grief of the Israeli Left) was based on an intensive mining of the personal archive of Yossi Beilin—one of the architects of the Oslo accords and a shaper of the Labor Party’s new path from the mid-1980s onward—and on the vast research literature relating to the Israel–PLO peace process and the status of the Left after the process failed. In this work, Shilon charts an integrated explanatory course. He attributes a number of important developments to the Left’s modernistic blindness to the religious element in the political arena, or to underweighting its importance: the political failure of the Oslo process, the descent into mass terror and Israel’s no-less-lethal counter-responses from 2001 onward, and the ascendancy of the Zionist Right and the sunset of the Zionist Left in the domestic political arena, which jelled gradually around the Right and has ruled the Israeli political sphere to this day.
In so doing, Shilon offers a political and historical explanation that links the Labor Movement’s loss of hegemony with the failure of the final political stroke that its leaders engineered during the twilight of this hegemony. This positions Shilon both as a central researcher of the Israeli Right and as a main participant in the immeasurably important debate over the reasons for the historical decline of the Zionist Labor Movement.
His book Ben-Gurion: An Epilogue justly attracted broad public attention because it presents Ben-Gurion not as the helmsman of the state but as the leader in his dotage, an oppositionist who attacked the blunders of the establishment that he himself had built and on which he had left his imprint. Until the book came out, it was conventional to treat this chapter in Ben-Gurion’s life with disdain—from his resignation from Mapai and the establishment of Rafi in 1965 to his death in December 1973. Even Ben-Gurion’s principal biographers, Shabtai Teveth and Michael Bar-Zohar, paid scanty attention to this period.
Shilon broke new ground by judging Ben-Gurion not only by his actions, but also by his words and his writings. By focusing on an era when Ben-Gurion no longer did much, he proves palpably and almost incontrovertibly the importance of Ben-Gurion’s political thinking and its immense vitality even at the end of his life. This lends the book a twofold advantage. First, it presents us with Ben-Gurion’s criticism of his personal and institutional successors, thereby creating an important basis for criticism of contemporary Israeli society. Second and concurrently, it revisits the definitive years of Ben-Gurion’s leadership in retrospect.
Shilon is also famous for having produced the first research biography of Menachem Begin, one of the most important personalities in Israel’s history. This work is based on painstaking empirical research of archival documents and literary sources, and on Shilon’s valuable interviews with members of the IZL, the Revisionist Movement, and the Likud, as well as with Begin’s personal aides. The second edition, published by Yale University Press, is the principal authoritative biography of Begin today; as such, it cements Shilon’s stature as a definitive researcher of the Israeli Right.	Comment by editor: Etzel?
Among the many matters discussed in this biography, I single out Shilon’s analysis of Begin as the instigator of discourse and the builder of a new consciousness in Israeli political culture. Begin’s main feat, as Shilon understands it, manifests not only in unseating the Labor Movement from power, consolidating Israel’s strategic standing by concluding a peace treaty with Egypt, and depriving Iraq of weapons of mass destruction, but also in dislodging the conceptual mentality of the Labor Movement, which had governed Israel from its formative days. Instead of Labor’s modernistic radicalism, Begin proposed a discourse that glorifies the Jewish heritage and made it not only a historical source of the revolutionary changes that Zionism brought about, as the Labor Movement saw it, but also a source of ongoing inspiration for today’s politico-cultural consciousness. Here Shilon identifies Begin’s ability to attract the support of broad strata of traditional Israelis of Mizrahi origin and to assemble, along with the National Religious and the ultra-Orthodox, a coalition based not solely on socioeconomic interests but also on a conceptual common denominator. One may dispute the relatively scanty weight that Shilon assigns to the transformative nature of Begin’s leadership in shaping the Israeli economy; here, Shilon follows the lead of many who belittle the standing of such matters among Begin’s concerns. There is no doubt, however, that the biography offers important insights about Begin’s role in shaping the politico-cultural paradigm of the Likud.
Dr. Shilon’s abundant productivity is also revealed in his articles. Here I will refer to only a few of them: In his article about the resurfacing of Canaanite ideas in Israeli political discourse, Shilon tackled an issue that recurs in his writings—the relationship between religion and politics—but from a different direction. In his full oeuvre of articles, one can detect promising research avenues, such as the question of borders in Ben-Gurion’s political thinking and his attitude toward India and Buddhism.
Beyond his list of published writings, Shilon is already acknowledged as a valuable scholar in Israeli studies. He received highly competitive post-doctoral fellowships at New York University and Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, both of which invited him to teach important courses. The Israel Institute, operating in the United States, chose him for a teaching post at one of the most prestigious universities in China. Shilon is also a well-received commentator in the Israeli media.
His new proposed project, a three-part biography of the heads of Lehi, has enormous potential in terms of the personal stories of the three principals and also in describing the divergent political options that evolved from the radical-Right underground after statehood was achieved.
If the project comes to fruition, it will shed new and unique light on fascinating events, some overt and others murky, in the history of Israel and the Middle East. The proposed biography will help to cement the critical and research-based approach to three personalities of tremendous weight and importance in Israeli history: Nathan Yellin-Mor, a prophet of Post-Zionism; Israel Eldad, an oracle of the settlement movement and the messianic Right; and Yitzhak Shamir, the sixth Prime Minister. This is definitely a worthy opportunity to deal with a triumvirate whose place in the research literature on Israel and the Middle East remains unclaimed.
I can attest that Avi is an outstanding team player and a fair-minded, intelligent, devoted, and pleasant person. I am convinced that he will benefit any academic team that admits him to its ranks.
I am at your service for any matter or clarification.

Avi Shilon—Recommendation 2

It is my distinct pleasure to write this recommendation for Dr. Avi Shilon and to express my full confidence in his abilities to succeed in his planned biographical project. Although he is still in the early stages of his academic career, Shilon has already established himself as a promising researcher and biographer with impressive writing and analytical abilities.
Before I turn to his proposed project, I would like to emphasize several important junctions in his career as a biographer. Shilon made the brave decision to research and write the first full biography of Menachem Begin on his own, while still a master’s student in Jewish studies at Tel Aviv University. The book, published by the prestigious Am Oved publishing house in 2009, became a best-seller. Shilon worked with a variety of primary sources and analyzed dozens of interviews with members of Begin’s intimate circle, including some that he conducted himself with those in Begin’s closest surroundings. Emphasizing by way of background the historical contexts of the Revisionist Movement’s actions from the movement’s founding in 1925 to its modern incarnation in Israeli politics as the Likud Party, Shilon described Begin’s persona fascinatingly and did not flinch from revealing affairs and behavior that turned even some of Begin’s disciples against him. The result was a sweeping, fascinating, and vivid account of one of the most important and controversial leaders in the history of modern Israel. It was no simple task to tell Begin’s story from an unbiased perspective because, as the founding father of the Israeli Right, Begin as a public personality still triggers sensitivities. Nevertheless, Shilon went about it with courage and talent.
Begin’s story is also important because he represented the opposition to the Zionist establishment until 1977, and was thus overlooked in the research until recently, and because the Likud has been governing Israel uninterruptedly for almost five decades, apart from or along with coalition partners since that year’s political “upheaval.” I also have no doubt about the importance of reading this biography for those who wish to understand the dominance of the Right in Israel. The choice of the prestigious Yale University Press to publish this book in 2012 is also important because it established Shilon as one of the few researchers who has a prestigious publication to his credit while still a doctoral student.
When he finished writing the book, Shilon went on to doctoral studies in Political Science, in which he continued to research one of the most important questions in understanding the strength of the Revisionist Movement, in its various metamorphoses, in Israel: the Right’s relationship with the Jewish religion and the interpretive methods that it assigned to the Jewish tradition within its national worldview. By exploring the Revisionist Movement leaders’ attitude toward religion from the establishment of the movement by Zeev Jabotinsky to the Netanyahu era, he added depth to research on Zionism, relations between religion and state, and study of the phenomenon of leadership.
Alongside his dissertation, Shilon wrote a monograph that pursued an original idea and was difficult to carry out. Shilon was intrigued by the activities and worldview of the first Prime Minister, David Ben-Gurion, in his final years, after he had stepped down as premier and lost some of his political clout. Most scholars of Ben-Gurion wind up their interest in Ben-Gurion in 1963, when he resigned the premiership, and a fortiori in 1968, when the members of the last party that he had established, Rafi—which he intended to compete with the party that he had formed before, Mapai—abandoned him, leaving him alone in the opposition at his Negev home in Sede Boker. Ben-Gurion, however, remained active in pen and deed until the day of his death in December 1973, shortly after the eruption of the most horrific of Israel’s wars, the Yom Kippur War. By plumbing the vast Ben-Gurion archive of these critical years for the shaping of Israel and interviewing those in his intimate and political surroundings, Shilon managed to restore Ben-Gurion’s place in Israeli historiography in the critical interval between the Six-Day War and the Yom Kippur War.
The result is, foremost, a touching portrayal of the leader in his senescence, a man coping with the ebbing of his strength in old age. It is also, however, a fascinating historical account of a time of a changing of the guard and of generations in Israeli society, between the euphoria of the Six-Day War and the malaise that accompanied the Yom Kippur War.
This book, too, became a best-seller and was translated into English; its rights were even acquired for a successful and similarly titled film: Ben-Gurion: An Epilogue.
Shilon’s third book, The Decline of the Left in Israel: Yossi Beilin and the Politics of the Peace Process (Heb.), combines sociopolitical research with the biography of Dr. Yossi Beilin, Israel’s Deputy Foreign Minister during Yitzhak Rabin’s second premiership and the architect of the Oslo Accords between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization. Beilin gave Shilon access to his voluminous archive, which includes documents that are sensitive from the American and Palestinian sides as well. Shilon chose Beilin—a secular Tel Aviv intellectual, a universalist by worldview, and the motivating force behind Shimon Peres—as an example of a unique politician whose power dissipated amid the populist and nationalistic stances that have taken over today’s Israel. By sketching Beilin’s portrait against the background of the rise and fall of the peace process, the book also tells a personal story, replete with anecdotes about the Israeli and international political systems along with an analysis of the reasons for the collapse of the Israeli Left in the past two decades. One of Shilon’s bold conclusions—concerning the possibility of assigning the peace arrangements to radicals from both camps, i.e., the Israeli Right and clerics from the Muslim world, who may find a common language with which to identify values relating to religion, history, and land—may yet prove realistic, particularly in view of the peace arrangements that Netanyahu has recently concluded with the Gulf states and Morocco.	Comment by editor: Cosmopolitan?
With the completion of this third book, Shilon has covered, by means of three biographies of different complexions and natures, the three main ideological traditions in Israel: Revisionist, social-democratic, and progressive.
I find wonderful potential in his new biographical project as well, both as a human interest story and as a historical account. The three leaders of Lehi, the so-called “Stern Gang” underground and the most radical of the Jewish resistance movements during the Mandate era, carried out some riveting feats. From 1942 onward, Yitzhak Shamir, Nathan Yellin-Mor, and Israel Eldad stood at the helm of the movement. Shamir would become the only Prime Minister on whom no biography has yet been written, whereas the life stories of Eldad and Yellin-Mor collided against an ideological and personal background. By tracing their lives, Shilon will dredge up engrossing historical events in Israel’s history and suggest three different paths Israel may follow in the future. Yellin-Mor dreamed of and acted for a modern, secular state that would integrate into the Middle East as a beacon of enlightenment. Eldad became one of the preeminent ideologues of messianic Rightist nationalism in Israel; he remained involved in various underground activities even under Israeli governance and had a unique critical point of view that made him controversial even among his fellow Rightists who became prime ministers, such as Begin and Shamir. The story of the latter, who succeeded Begin as Prime Minister in 1983 and held the post until the early 1990s, will help to illuminate one of the most fascinating decades in Israeli history—between the 1980s and the 1990s, a time when Israeli society underwent changes under the weight of national and international events that have guided its course to this day.	Comment by editor: Maybe better: radical
Intelligent and sensitive use of the archives of these three personalities, in view of the relevant research literature, can yield a captivating book about a friendship that shattered on the ideological shoals that remain relevant in Israeli society today.
[bookmark: _GoBack]I believe that Shilon, a pleasant and positive person, will be able to contribute his experience and capabilities to the Leon Levy Center for Biography and will consummate the process by publishing a unique book that will have great significance for both Israeli and American societies.


10

7

