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Around five years ago, in a meeting of the ‘Forum for Young Scholars of Zionism’ at Tel Aviv University, the forum’s director, historian Anita Shapira, expressed sorrow for the young researchers, in light of the fact that the ‘big’ archival discoveries relating to the history of Zionism and its leading figures had already been made, and as a result, the relevant sacred cows had already been slaughtered. What is left for historians to do, Shapira said, is to search for unique and more limited angles of research. Shapira was, to a large extent, correct. In recent decades, scholars in the field of ‘Israel Studies’ have largely shifted from dealing with the classical national narratives and senior leadership figures to the study of less dominant events and individuals, as well as what is known as “history from below.”[footnoteRef:1]	Comment by Author: Consider: influential [1:  Derek Penslar, Israel in History: The Jewish State in Comparative Perspective (New York: Routledge, 2007), 25-52.] 

Nevertheless, it seems that we are currently witnessing another phase of renewal in the scholarly field, with innovative research that is not based on any new, transformative archival discoveries, but which nevertheless has returned to a focus on ‘big’ events and the central figures who led them. This scholarship employs a new, trans-national perspective, and offers new interpretations based on international archives, alongside those belonging to the State of Israel. By virtue of its use of new methodologies and comparative research, these new studies evoke a sense of reverse deja vu: instead of feeling that the new is familiar, one discovers the extent to which the familiar is in fact new. 
Two fascinating, recently-published books exemplify this trend well. 
The first, Beyond the Nation State, by Dmitry Shumksy, a historian at the Hebrew University, offers an alternative reading of the attitudes of five Zionist leaders toward the idea of the nation-state. The dominant narrative in scholarship on Zionism – represented well in Shapira’s seminal work, “Israel: A History” – describes a kind of natural, if intermittent and multifaceted, development from the beginning of the Zionist idea to the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948.[footnoteRef:2] Shumsky attempts to refute this perspective, arguing that the Zionist leaders did not aspire to establish an ethnic nation-state. 	Comment by Author: ככל עם ועם. I believe this is the name of the English edition and cited in the footnote accordingly.  [2:  Anita Shapira, Israel: A History (Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 2012).] 

It is, of course, well known that there were Zionist groups and individuals who did not envision the realization of their Zionism in the form of a recognized ethnic nation-state, as is testified by the extensive scholarship on the Brit Shalom organization and its splinter groups. The uniqueness of Shumsky’s fascinating study lies in the fact that it focuses precisely on the Zionist mainstream: Leon Pinsker, Ahad Ha’am, Theodor Herzl, David Ben-Gurion, and Ze’ev Jabotinsky. 
Ostensibly, the very title of Theodor Herzl’s book, the Jewish State, suffices to draw conclusions about his original aspirations. However, Shumsky compares Herzl’s perspective to those of the leaders of ethno-nationalistic movements that developed under the Russian, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman empires in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, from which Herzl drew inspiration, showing that their desire for independence was not necessarily directed toward the attainment of an ethnic nation-state. Rather, most aspired to a kind of independent national existence within these empires, alongside other nations: “[M]ost of the neighboring non-Jewish national movements of the Habsburg imperial space in Herzl’s time used the term Staat with explicitly substatist intentions in their national political programs and positions.”[footnoteRef:3] Against this backdrop, Shumsky argues that Herzl’s striving for a “Jewish State” essentially expressed an aspiration for a broad, liberal Jewish autonomy, within an imperial framework. 	Comment by Author: קיום לאומי עצמאי is difficult to translate directly. You might want to consider "national autonomy" or "national self-determination", though these are more specific.	Comment by Author: The quote had errors so I checked the book. I added the last few words of the sentence from the original. They can be deleted if you prefer. [3:  Dmitry Shumsky, Beyond the Nation State: The Zionist Political Imagination from Pinsker to Ben-Gurion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 79.       ] 

Pinsker has come to be regarded as a less weighty figure in Zionist historiography. However, as is well known, his ideas preceded those of Herzl, who stated that, had he been familiar with Pinsker’s 1882 work, Auto-Emancipation, he would not have taken the time to write the Jewish State over a decade later. In the scholarly literature, Pinsker serves as an example of the manner in which the Zionist idea arose from tragedy: Ostensibly, it was only after the pogroms carried out against Jews in the Russian Empire in 1881 and 1882 that Pinsker abandoned his original position, aspiring for emancipation, in favor of the demand for self-liberation.  
However, Shumsky shows that the Zionist dramatization of this ostensible change in perspective is overstated. Already prior to 1881, Pinsker viewed the Jews as an ethno-national community, and later on, his call for auto-emancipation did not aspire to a nation-state, but rather an autonomy within a federal framework. Indeed, for Pinsker, realization of the national rights of the Jews was intended to advance a more universal goal: a world in which every person has the right to citizenship by virtue of being a citizen of one of the world’s communities.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Shumksy, Beyond the Nation State, 44.] 

Shumsky’s task with respect to Ahad Ha’am (Asher Ginsberg) was, from the outset, an easier one, since it is widely known that the latter did not necessarily aspire to the creation of a Jewish nation-state, but rather a spiritual-cultural center, and was among the few thinkers who took pause to consider the existence of Palestinians in the land during the early days of Zionist activity. Shumsky, however, offers a more far-reaching interpretation of Ahad Ha’am, presenting him as supporting a binational model. Among other proofs, he cites Ahad Ha’am’s own words: “This situation makes Palestine a joint home of different nations, each of which is trying to build its own national home.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Ahad Ha’am, “Hakdama la-Hotsa’a ha-Hadasha,” in idem., Al Parashat Derakhim, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1963, 34. Translation from Shumsky, Beyond the Nation State, 90.] 

It is precisely with respect to Ahad Ha’am, about whose sensitivity regarding what was then called the ‘Arab problem’ there is no doubt, that Shumsky’s presentation – according to which Ahad Ha’am supported a binational state – is not sufficiently convincing. For example, later in the same passage just cited, Ahad Ha’am states: “If the [Palestinian] residents complain that foreigners came to extract the vigor of the land and its inhabitants, the force of right shall silence them: No, in this land these are not foreigners, but rather the children of the land’s past owners, and as soon as they return and settle upon it, it is as if they were born upon it.”[footnoteRef:6] It seems that the claim made by Ahad Ha’am’s biographer, the historian Steven Zipperstein, is more fitting: Zipperstein emphasized that Ahad Ha’am pursued fair treatment of Palestinians, not out of support for a binational paradigm, but rather because of his desire to appease them, against the backdrop of his unambiguous view that the Land of Israel belongs, from a historical perspective, to the Jewish people.[footnoteRef:7]	Comment by Author: Free translation of כי באו זרים למוץ לשד הארץ ויושביה. [6:  Ahad Ha'am, "Hakdama la-Hotsa'a ha-Hadasha," 34.]  [7:  Steven J. Zipperstein, Elusive Prophet: Ahad Ha’am and the Origins of Zionism (London: Peter Halban, 1993).] 

The positions of Pinsker, Herzl, and Ahad Ha’am can be explained, inter alia, by the fact that they were mostly active before the depth of the Zionist-Arab conflict was fully exposed. I was, therefore, especially curious to find out how Shumsky would interpret the position of Israel’s founding Prime Minister, David Ben-Gurion, and that of Ze’ev Jabotinsky, who famously left the Zionist Organization in 1935 against the backdrop of his demand for a declaration that the goal of Zionism was a Hebrew state in the Land of Israel.  Shumsky resolves the problem by distinguishing between their original perspectives which, on his view, sought autonomy in a federal framework, and their activities which unfolded later and reflected a preference for the establishment of a nation-state. With regard to Ben-Gurion, Shumsky demurs from the majority of scholars, who tend to minimize the significance of his proposal for Jewish autonomy under the Ottoman empire, as well as his own decision to ‘Ottomanize’ himself by studying law in Constantinople (Istanbul). Ben-Gurion’s ‘Ottoman period’ has commonly been described as an episode reflecting an aspiration to attain as much as possible under the difficult circumstances the Zionist movement faced at the time.[footnoteRef:8] According to Shumsky, however, Ben-Gurion’s aspiration for autonomy under the Ottoman empire was not merely circumstantial; it was, rather, based on a clear ideological preference for national existence within a federal framework, and as such, the ‘Turkish period’ in his life was highly significant.[footnoteRef:9]	Comment by Author: קיום לאומי. Maybe 'national autonomy' or 'national self-determination' [8:  See, for example: Yosef Gorny, Policy and Imagination: Federal Ideas in Political Zionist Thought 1917-1948 (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi, 1993) [Hebrew].]  [9:  Shumksy, Beyond the Nation State, 176.] 

Shumsky brings support from Ben-Gurion’s early writings. However, there is also evidence that testifies to his ambitions for a Jewish state already in the early stages of his Zionist activities. For example, already at the very first political congress in which Ben-Gurion participated, that of Poale Zion in Ramle in 1907, it was decided to demand a Jewish State.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Tom Segev, A State at Any Cost: The Life of David Ben-Gurion (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2019), 81.] 

Shumsky locates Ben-Gurion’s aspirations for an ethnic Jewish nation-state at a later stage, after 1942, following his internalization of the lessons of the Holocaust, which tore to shreds the unwritten contract he believed had prevailed between Jews and non-Jews with respect to minorities. It is possible that, at the level of principle, Ben-Gurion did indeed prefer a federal arrangement. In fact, this was his vision for Israel’s distant future in his final years.[footnoteRef:11] Nevertheless, the attempt to paint Ben-Gurion as having changed his position with respect to the idea of a nation-state only after the Holocaust goes too far. It does not cohere with his support for the partition proposal put forward by the Peel Commission of 1937, which he justified, inter alia, on the grounds that it allowed for the possibility of a state, and which included a clause advocating transfer of Palestinians – thus testifying explicitly to his desire for an ethnic nation-state.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  See, for example: Avi Shilon, Ben-Gurion: His Later Years in the Political Wilderness (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2016).]  [12:  See, for example, Ben-Gurion’s letter to his son Amos, Ben-Gurion Archive, Correspondence Division, 27 March, 2937.] 

In this context, a principled criticism might be raised with respect to Shumsky’s enlightening and original book: To what extent did the moderate ideas propagated by leaders in the early stages of Zionism stem from a compromising worldview? Were they, rather, a result of the poor conditions of the Jews? Perhaps Jean-Jacques Rousseau was correct when he wrote: “I shall never believe that I have seriously heard the arguments of the Jews until they have a free state, schools, and universities, where they can speak and dispute without risk.  Only then will we be able to know what they have to say.”[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1979), 304.] 


* 
Bringing together ten articles by different scholars, Arie Dubnov and Laura Robson’s edited volume, Partitions, criticizes the very idea of partition as a moral and appropriate political solution.  Although the Israeli-Palestinian is its focus, the book attempts to understand the local context from a trans-national perspective. To this end, the book examines the ramifications of partition in India and Ireland for the Zionist-Arab case, and it also does not ignore disputes that may be considered less relevant – such as that between West and East Germany, and the more recent one that led to the division of Sudan – as a grounds for historical-philosophical consideration of the subject. At the level of principle, the book leads one to wonder whether it is indeed possible to think about reconciliation alongside a trajectory of separation and disengagement, or if, rather, coexistence necessitates living together. 
Indeed, the book emphasizes the deep connection between the idea of partition and that of transfer:  While the positive presupposition informing partition is that good fences make good neighbors, the popularity of the idea arose from the oppose direction: Its aim was to create homogeneous ethnic states, even at the price of transfer, based on a belief, regarded as a lesson borne of World War II, that this was the way to bring about stable political arrangements. It is thus no coincidence that the Peel Commission, which first proposed the partition of Palestine, also included a clause supporting the transfer of Arabs – which influenced Ben-Gurion to support the proposal in principle. This background helps to explain why the outcomes of the 1948 war, which included the expulsion and fleeing of around 700,000 Palestinians from their homes, were not regarded by the Zionist establishment or the international community as an unconscionable scandal. 
At the same time, it is interesting to note that, in the course of the discussions about the partition of India, a different approach emerged, represented, according to the article by A. Dirk Moses (“Partitions, Hostages, Transfer: Retributive Violence and National Security”) by the All-India Muslim League. According to their approach, sometimes called the “hostage theory,” a successful partition required leaving a significant minority population among the majority, based on the assumption that each side would be careful not to harm their respective minority – a kind of mutual assurance.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Arie M. Dubnov and Laura Robson, eds., Partitions: A Transnational History of Twentieth-Century Territorial Separatism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019), 272.] 

Though the articles in the volume do not discuss uniformly appealing topics, they do suggest several distinctions and emphases that are worthy of being kept in mind, both from a historical perspective and for their practical lessons.  Faisal Devji, in his article, “From Minority to Nation,” highlights how the partition between India and Pakistan created a Pakistani national identity almost by force, since previously, Muslims in India had rejected national identity, which they saw as prioritizing the material (national sovereignty) over the spiritual (the religion of Islam).[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Dubnov and Robson, Partitions, 36.] 

Two interesting and interrelated articles analyze the ideology and interests that informed the endeavors of Reginald Coupland, architect of the idea of partition in the Peel Commission. Dubnov demonstrates that Coupland was, on one hand, an arch-imperialist who sought to maintain British domination, just with lesser investment; yet, at the same time, believed that partition would lead to reconciliation which, in turn, would lead in the future to an ‘end of days,’ in which the world would be divided into federations that together constitute the international community.[footnoteRef:16] Meanwhile, Motti Golani, who is finalizing a biography of Chaim Weizmann, shows that it was Weizmann who caused the British to adopt partition, which was a clear Zionist interest.[footnoteRef:17]   [16:  Dubnov and Robson, Partitions, 79.]  [17:  Dubnov and Robson, Partitions, 108.] 

Lucy Chester highlights an interesting phenomenon: Contrary to what one might have expected of the Palestinians, they refrained from supporting Indian Muslims’ demand for partition and independence: Palestinian journalistic coverage reported mostly about Gandhi and his activities. Why? Because support for Pakistani independence would have made it difficult for them to explain why they oppose partition in Palestine.[footnoteRef:18]   [18:  Dubnov and Robson, Partitions, 144.] 

Adi Gordon describes the reasons given by supporters of Zionism who opposed partition from the Left side of the political map, in particular the members of Brit Shalom. Hans Kohn, for example, argued that the aspiration to attain a homogeneous Jewish nation-state constituted an assimilation by Jews of the worldview of modern European nations.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Dubnov and Robson, Partitions, 183.] 

Joel Benin, on the other hand, reminds historians clinging to the moderate stance of Brit Shalom that, in real time, their proposals were rejected even by moderate Palestinians. Even though the members of Brit Shalom supported the binational idea, they refused to forgo the right to Jewish immigration, and they demanded a joint constitution with veto rights for each side – even though Jews were a minority (218).[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Dubnov and Robson, Partitions, 218.] 

At this point one can summarize the value of both of these books: Though neither offers a new formula for a joint future, the trans-national perspective informing both will help the reader better understand the complexity of a conflict about which one might have presumed there is nothing new to add. On a more current note, one might also say that, in light of these books, the one-dimensionality and unilateral nature of President Donald Trump’s ‘Deal of the Century’ appears even more absurd, if one considers it as a formula for peace.
