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Introduction
In May 1954, David Ben Gurion, the founding father of modern Israel and then Prime Minister on vacation, surprised his audience with a speech his listeners did not fully understand. Ben Gurion stressed that Israel’s character would “not be fashioned in the image of its territorial neighbors”. Instead of becoming part of the Middle East, Israel should rather understand itself as a Mediterranean country: “According to our geographical position, we are a Mediterranean country, and all the peoples who live along the coast of the Mediterranean are our neighbors: Turkey, Bulgaria, Greece, Albania, Yugoslavia, Italy, France, Spain…”.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  	David Ben-Gurion, “An Eternal People or a Mediterranean People,” Articles Division, 6 May 1954, Ben-Gurion Archives [in Hebrew].] 

Behind the desire to extricate from the Middle East stood, presumably, the Israeli-Arab conflict, which left Israel isolated from its close neighbors, as well as his aversion to what he referred to as "Levantinisation", i.e., adopting Arab culture. 
Ben-Gurion did not persist in the attempt to shape Israel in the spirit of Mediterranean culture, although the Periphery Alliance, i.e., the forging of relations between Israel and Ethiopia, Sudan, and Turkey in the 1950s, can be seen as a product of this perspective, which sought to extricate Israel from the Middle East politically.
Ben-Gurion's attempt to link Israel to Mediterranean countries rather than Middle Eastern countries surprised his listeners, and he did not bother to deeply develop his thesis about the connection between Israel and Mediterranean countries, apart from this specific speech. However, this was not his first attempt to find a connection between the Jewish state and non-Middle Eastern cultures. In fact, as early as the 1930s, Ben-Gurion sought to forge ties with India, for which he tried to find similarities between Buddhism and Judaism.
In this article, I seek to shed light on Ben-Gurion’s attitude towards India and Buddhism, examining its characteristics, origins, and motives.  His articles and conversations convinced me that his attitude towards India was complex and somewhat Orientalist in nature: Ben-Gurion was drawn to the Buddhist worldview and admired it, stemming from his interpretation that it was based on empirical methods of investigation consistent with Western philosophical principles.  At the same time, Ben-Gurion rejected Hindu beliefs as being superstitious and thus one of the “maladies of the East.” 
While Ben-Gurion’s position was in many respects influenced by nineteenth-century Orientalist thinkers, its uniqueness lies in the fact that it also reflected the Zionist concept of the negation of the Diaspora. The dichotomy that Ben-Gurion created between Buddhism and Hinduism corresponds with his rejection of rabbinic Diaspora Judaism and his preference for Biblical values, which, to a great extent, reminded him of Buddhist values. This view also permeated the political aspects of his attitude towards India, enabling Ben-Gurion to present Israel as a country sharing common values with India (the Bible/Buddhism). At the same time, it helped him to project Israel as a model for India, as Israel had successfully completed the process of negating the Diaspora while India still needed to undertake a similar sociocultural journey to liberate itself from Hindu beliefs. Ben-Gurion drew on these views to justify his argument that India needed special diplomatic relations with Israel even though, for political reasons, the Indian government had refused to establish such relations.
Was Ben Gurion A Buddhist?

In December 1961, the office of then-Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion issued a vehement rebuttal to the Israeli press: 
The reports that have been published in several newspapers regarding Ben-Gurion’s retreat in a Buddhist monastery are a fabrication. Ben-Gurion did not go into isolation in any monastery but rather spent all his time during his stay in Rangoon at the home of the Prime Minister [of Burma]. During that week, he discussed the moral and philosophical teachings of Buddhism with them.  [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Maariv, 1961] 

This statement came in response to rumors spread by members of the Ultra-Orthodox party, Agudat Israel, following Ben-Gurion’s visit to the prime minister of Burma (now Myanmar), U Nu,[footnoteRef:3] claiming that the Ben-Gurion had begun to practice “idol worship”.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  U Nu (1907–1995) was the leader of the Burmese national movement from the end of the Second World War, serving as prime minister until 1956 (Burma gained independence in 1948). He returned to this position in 1961 before being deposed in a military coup in 1962. As a Buddhist and a socialist, U Nu introduced a democratic-socialist regime in Burma that was based on his interpretation of the principles of Buddhism. See U Nu (1961).]  [4:  According to the English-language daily The Jerusalem Post, members of the ultra-Orthodox Agudat Israel party met for a special hearing to discuss what they saw as a tendency toward “idol worship” in Ben-Gurion. (The Jerusalem Post 1961).] 

In fact, contrary to this official denial, Ben-Gurion did spend part of his eight-day visit to a Buddhist monastery, and he even had a photograph taken of himself clad in a white robe while en route.[footnoteRef:5] However, in the parochial Israel of the 1960s, a photograph of the prime minister in a white robe was enough to spread rumors that the founding father of the Jewish State had become a Buddhist.[footnoteRef:6] Fuelling these rumors, among other things, were the famous photographs of the Israeli leader standing on his head, with people making connections between them and folkloristic images depicting the habits of the people of the Far East.  [5:  The photograph was published in the Israeli media in 1961.]  [6:  (Barash 1958).] 

 In reality, however, Ben-Gurion was not a Buddhist, and he had medical reasons for standing on his head, having turned to this method to cure his vertigo after despairing of conventional treatments. [footnoteRef:7] However, Ben-Gurion did have a special interest in India as a country and in Buddhism[footnoteRef:8] as a worldview, which sometimes sparked bewilderment in Israel.  [7:  (Bar-Zohar 1980, p. 405).]  [8:  A philosophical doctrine created in India in the fifth century BCE that has become identified with that country.] 

Ben-Gurion’s diaries reveal that his interest in India began in the 1930s, during the time of the British Mandatory Palestine. Ben-Gurion’s approach was rooted in utility: before Israel’s independence, he perceived similarities between the pre-state Jewish community in Palestine (“Yishuv”) and the Indian national movement under British colonial rule. Later, in the wake of the Second World War, he believed India could become a power that could potentially succeed the Soviet Union and the United States as a global power. Following Israel’s independence in 1948, Ben-Gurion worked to establish a relationship with India that could help rescue the nascent Israeli state from the isolation it found itself due to hostilities with its neighbors.  [footnoteRef:9] [9:  (Yeger 2005: 65–7).] 

This interest led Ben-Gurion to pursue his curiosity for the history and philosophy of India[footnoteRef:10]. Indeed, India was discussed many times in his diaries and articles, as well as in many conversations he had. [footnoteRef:11] While he had briefly passed through Calcutta (now Kolkata) during a trip abroad in 1921, he nonetheless strove to deepen his knowledge of India and its culture. In April 1947, he approached Dr. Emanuel Olswanger and David HaCohen[footnoteRef:12] and asked them to send him books on Indian religion and philosophy[footnoteRef:13]. Later in his life, Ben-Gurion even tried to learn Sanskrit. [footnoteRef:14]  [10:  Ben-Gurion’s diaries from the 1930s and 1940s are full of references to India. In January and February 1962, he maintained an extensive correspondence on the topic of Buddhism with the Buddhist monk Nyanaponika Thera (originally Siegmund Feniger), a Berlin Jew by origin who became a Buddhist and lived in Sri Lanka. See: the archives of the Ben-Gurion at the Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Sde-Boker, Correspondence Division, as well as Diaries Division.]  [11:  (Kurzman 1983: 419).]  [12:  HaCohen, Israel’s envoy to Burma in 1953–1955, was the central figure in the Israeli government’s attempts to establish relations with Asian countries.
]  [13:  (Yeger, 2005: 63–4).]  [14:  (Tzachor 1994: 142).] 

Although I was not able to find which specific books he read[footnoteRef:15], it is clear that among his efforts to study India, he established contacts with Indian researchers, including Prof. Manohar Lal Sondhi.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Because of Ben-Gurion’s interest in India, the Buddhist monk Nyanaponika Thera sent him Francis Story’s book Buddhism Answers the Marxist Challenge as well as Howard Fast’s work Freedom Road, which tells the story of the struggle of Black people in the United States for equality, and was influenced by Gandhi’s work on behalf of Black people in South Africa. See: Thera (1962).]  [16:  For more on Sondhi (1933–2003) and his work, see the website in his memory, htttps://mlsondhi.org] 

Sondhi had worked in the Indian Foreign Service in the 1950s and 1960s. His role was to spread knowledge of Indian culture and philosophy around the world. In the spring of 1964, Sondhi visited Ben-Gurion’s hut in Sde Boker. Following their conversation, Ben-Gurion wrote enthusiastically in his diary:
At two in the afternoon, an Indian law professor came to see me - a young man of 31, very graceful and sympathetic, he is a Punjabi, his caste is Kshatriya, his wife is a Brahmin. According to him […] Democracy in India does not depend on the masses (contrary to what I said about it), it is something inherent in all the intelligentsia […] I told him about my depressing recollections of my short visit to Calcutta 43 years ago. There are “states” where agriculture has developed, but in most of the country - nothing […] He admitted that there is great poverty […] He was a great follower of Gandhi, who was both an idealist and a practical man. I suggested that he send some young men here”.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  (Ben-Gurion 1964a).] 

This conversation is just one of many reflecting Ben-Gurion’s interests in India and his tendency to criticize some of his aspects while admiring other aspects.
  
The complexity of Ben-Gurion’s perception of India

There is no doubt that Ben-Gurion’s worldview was shaped by the Age of Enlightenment and the Haskalah (Haskalah is a late 18th and 19th-century intellectual movement among the central and eastern European Jews that sought to acquaint Jews with European education and culture as supplements to traditional Talmudic studies). As a result, his worldview was characterized by a search for the “truth” following rationalist-Western-modernist criteria. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  (Keren 1988).] 

But there is also no doubt that he was deeply impressed by Buddhism: “Buddha, one of the greatest figures in human history, [gave the peoples of Asia] an enlightened, moral philosophy of life built on human reason, a deep observation of human nature, and the nature of the world”.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  (Ben-Gurion 1964).] 

Ben-Gurion’s initial interest in India should be understood in the context of the rise of Western discourse on the East in response to the crisis of liberalism and the bourgeoisie in Europe at the end of the nineteenth century since, in many respects, Zionism also arose against the background of this same crisis. Following this crisis, a worldview began taking hold in the West that not only viewed the East as a negation of Western culture but also found positive values in it, such as sensitivity and social observation, which were perceived as “Eastern wisdom”. These values were adopted with the idea that they could rescue the West from the crisis that had befallen it as a result of the narrow rationalism and materialism that had come to characterize it. [footnoteRef:20] [20:  (Mendes-Flohr, 1983).] 

However, even at this stage, the main Western perspective was Orientalist in nature. The East was described as uniform and static, and Western attitudes towards it were marked by duality: an attraction towards some aspects of it and a repulsion from other, imagined aspects of it. [footnoteRef:21] Similarly, Ben-Gurion’s attraction to Buddhism was accompanied by a different attitude towards Indian culture, that is, a complete rejection of Hindu beliefs.  [21:  (Said, 2003).] 

In an article published in Shakti magazine, Ben-Gurion argued that Hinduism was a collection of magical beliefs that had attracted the Indian masses because of their ignorance, and that had “completely distorted the teachings of the Buddha”.[footnoteRef:22] The hierarchy that Ben-Gurion created between Buddhism and Hinduism was based on his assertion that Buddhism was “correct” because it used rational means of inquiry to find a recipe for a moral life, while the rest of Hindu beliefs were expressions of an irrational and primitive position that included idolatry.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  (Ben-Gurion 1966: 12).]  [23:  (Ben-Gurion 1966: 12).] 

He even accused the Hindus -  notwithstanding the multiple shades of beliefs and currents in Hinduism - of thwarting one of the original goals of Buddhism, fighting against superstition:
Over time, legends of miracles and superstitions grew up around the story of [the Buddha’s] birth, almost turning him into a god. All this is alien to the Buddhist faith, which does not believe in anything unnatural. Not spiritually, not in terms of a belief in demons or God or miracles. His teachings were, in fact, a rebellion against the beliefs prevalent in India at the time, at the end of the fifth and sixth centuries. [footnoteRef:24] [24:  (Ben-Gurion 1966: 10).] 

To understand why Ben-Gurion’s position is rooted in Orientalist discourse, we must first note that nineteenth-century scholars used the term “Hinduism” to refer to the dominant religion in India, which included a multitude of beliefs expressing Eastern pantheistic philosophies that had emerged even before the advent of writing in India. At the core of Hindu beliefs is the concept of a multitude of gods that are embodied in nature. According to these beliefs, there is a divine spark in every human being, which must be sought in a variety of different ways within the self and through various rituals. They do not call their religion “Hinduism” but Sanatana Dharma, meaning “eternal way.” 
Buddhism should be understood as an ancient view within Indian philosophy and is based on a more abstract interpretation of the teachings of Dharma. [footnoteRef:25]  Among the principles of Buddhism is the concept that all phenomena in the world lack self-essence. This is accompanied by the belief in the possibility of a search for the truth through meditation that will lead to increased awareness and connection to the world (vipassana) and detachment from the self, and from that, liberation from the existential suffering that arises from the very essence of life. [footnoteRef:26] [25:  The theory of Dharma, in short, is a worldview and a way of practicing consciousness that leads to inner development and spiritual growth.]  [26:  (Shulman 2013: 78–80).] 

Buddhism emerged in India around the fifth century BCE and spread there in various forms from the third century BCE. It began fading at the end of the first millennium CE, following the Islamic conquest, giving way to the adoption and development of other Hindu beliefs. Ben-Gurion’s distinction between Buddhism and other Hindu beliefs is, therefore, not an error, as Buddhism is indeed one of several different conceptions of reality and humanity in Indian philosophy. But while time and space preclude me from dwelling in-depth on the differences between them, suffice it to say that Ben-Gurion ignored the philosophical and social reality in India by extolling Buddhism and presenting it as a distinguished moral theory with an empirical method for investigating reality, while simultaneously presenting Hinduism as a homogeneous, inferior belief system that contradicts - and even distorts - the authentic Buddhist faith. In fact, the Brahminical beliefs known in the West as “Hinduism”[footnoteRef:27] are widespread in India alongside Buddhism and are in no way defined as more or less enlightened than it, nor are they subject to any dichotomy between truth and falsehood of the type proposed by Ben-Gurion.  [27:  (Narayan 1993: 478)] 

Furthermore, according to the Hindu view of Buddhism, the Buddha is another important teacher who taught the Dharma and is even considered the embodiment of God. [footnoteRef:28]  [28:  (Grinshpon 2005: 112).] 

It should be noted that Ben-Gurion was aware of the claim that the dichotomy he proposed denied the authentic Indian concept and that his interpretation of Buddhism disavowed its Eastern uniqueness, instead considering it a reflection of a Western ideal. He attests to this in a 1959 diary entry recounting his conversation with a representative from the Indian parliament, who claimed that Ben-Gurion’s Buddhism was a “European invention”: 
Toward evening, the Indian socialist delegate Karaphulnu came here. We talked at length about Indian philosophy: yoga vedanta. He does not believe that there is a Buddhism that is not part of Hinduism. According to him, that Buddhism is a European invention”.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  (Ben-Gurion 1957).] 

Still, Ben-Gurion did not retreat from his position. He did not examine the diverse Indian philosophies per se but was only concerned with the values of modernity and rationalism. Just as Ben-Gurion justified his admiration for Greek philosophy by pointing to its reliance on empirical observation of reality to achieve the truth and the good,[footnoteRef:30] so, too, with Buddhism, he emphasized that it was not tainted with mysticism as was Hinduism since it was not advocate supernatural revelation nor involve the worship of any deity. Rather, it was rationally constructed from a search for truth: [30:  (Ben-Gurion 1951: 6),] 

The Buddha’s teachings are not a religion […]. They are not founded on divine revelation […] His teachings are based on logic […] The Oxford English Dictionary defines religion, among other things, in these words—human recognition of a superhuman power that controls everything and especially a divine personality whose voice can be heard. According to this definition, it is clear that the Buddha was not a religious figure. He did not believe in a supernatural power or a God who created the world. [footnoteRef:31] [31:  (Ben-Gurion 1962a).] 

Ben-Gurion’s claim that Buddhism is not a religion was no accident. As noted above, his words must be understood against the background of the Orientalist perceptions of India that prevailed in the West during the era of British colonial rule, according to which India was distinguished by Hindu beliefs that were mocked as idolatry.[footnoteRef:32] Ben-Gurion ostensibly resolved the conflict between religion and science in Buddhism by isolating the rationalist dimension that he found in it and suppressing its mythical and cosmological dimensions. In this way, he was able to present Buddhism as a search for an empirical way to solve psychological and moral problems; nothing more.  [32:  (Lubelsky 2007: 99).] 

Ben-Gurion “filtered” Buddhist sources, extracting from them those aspects that helped him justify his glorification of Buddhism instead of examining them more comprehensively in order to present a more complex cosmological and metaphysical picture of Buddhism.[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  (Shulman 2013).] 

In 1962, after visiting Burma, Ben-Gurion was asked to write an article about Buddhism for the New York Times. 
In his letter to the editor, Ben-Gurion wrote that he had attempted to “describe the Buddha as he appears to me from my study of the Buddha’s conversations and those attributed to him”.[footnoteRef:34] Drawing on Socrates, Ben-Gurion believed that it is possible to strive for truth through rational means with a moral content[footnoteRef:35]. In his New York Times article, he defined Buddhism as the cradle of Indian philosophy and as a worldview whose purpose is to achieve “the liberation of man from his existential suffering and to establish a moral theory through rational inquiry”.[footnoteRef:36] In another article, he stressed the Buddha’s response to his disciple Ananda before his death — that if Ananda wanted to be free from suffering and find refuge within himself, he must adhere to the truth and rationality, defining these words as one of the fundamental tenets of the Buddha’s teachings[footnoteRef:37].  [34:  (Ben-Gurion 1962b).]  [35:  (Aaronson, 2010: 36)]  [36:  (Ben-Gurion 1962c).]  [37:  (Ben-Gurion 1962a)] 

His article reveals Ben-Gurion’s loyalty to a rigid system of dichotomies: rationalism versus irrationalism and progress versus backwardness. His position expresses the Western binary division between rationalism and secularism, based on a separation between the spiritual dimension and the rational dimension, as if they cannot mutually coexist. Talal Asad pointed out the distortion inherent in this distinctly Western view of religion: in Western culture, the concept of religion follows the establishment of the concept of nature and is seen as surpassing it, but in classical religious literature, revelation is not necessarily unnatural. The division between “religious” and “secular” is thus an imposition of the Western worldview on the East, where the separation is more blurred.[footnoteRef:38]  [38:  (Asad 2003).] 

An anecdote illustrating Ben-Gurion’s attempts to impose his views of Buddhism was revealed by then-Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett. While the public image of Ben-Gurion’s famous conversation with Burmese leader U Nu in Sde Boker in 1955 focused on the two leaders’ shared appreciation of Buddhism, Sharett described the conversation as an ongoing debate:
Ben-Gurion mercilessly exploited his superiority. U Nu was in distress. This was a clash between a European, for whom Buddhism was a tool for intellectual debate, and a believer, for whom the study of Buddhism was a way of life. [footnoteRef:39]  [39:  (Kurzman 1983: 418).] 




The Sources of Ben-Gurion’s Orientalist Views 
An intriguing question is from where Ben-Gurion derived the conceptual framework for his ideas. In an editor’s note in Shakti, in which Ben-Gurion published his article, Sondhi noted that “there is no doubt that Ben-Gurion’s views were influenced by the writings of scholars immersed in the modern Western world of thought.” However, Sondhi did not mention names. 
It seems that the basis for Ben-Gurion’s views can be found in the work of Western scholars from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, who laid the foundations for the Orientalist discourse on India. The most prominent of these was William Jones (1746–1794), a British linguist and philologist who is considered one of the first Orientalists. Jones studied and found a great linguistic affinity between Sanskrit, Latin, and Greek. According to Jones, the similarities between these languages pointed to the existence of an ancient race from which the European peoples developed, what he identified as the Indo-European race, which, according to him, originated in the prehistoric period when the Aryan nation existed in Central Asia[footnoteRef:40] .His arguments helped shape the tendency, which also influenced Ben-Gurion’s thought, to look for latent “Western” features in Indian culture and, through these, to suggest an affinity with the West based on the superiority of Western culture (and the rejection of what was supposedly characterized current India). [40:  (Lubelsky 2011).] 

Another key thinker was German-British anthropologist and intellectual Friedrich Max Müller (1823–1900), who lived in Victorian Britain. 
Müller, too, proposed a dichotomous distinction between India’s unsullied Aryan past, as expressed in ancient Vedic literature, which represents the pure and rationalistic search for truth, and the other currents of Hinduism, in which—like Ben-Gurion—he saw an accumulation of superstitions that distorted the original Indian concept.[footnoteRef:41] Based on his opinion that the ancient Vedic literature was created in India by its Aryan conquerors, Müller suggested a link between the Indian elite of his time - the members of the Brahmin caste (who, even in the nineteenth century, remained a distinct group whose role was to pass on pure knowledge from generation to generation) - and the Europeans, particularly the British, whose ancestors, according to him, shared the same methods of generating that knowledge.[footnoteRef:42]  [41:  (Lubelsky 2013).]  [42:  (Müller 2007 [1882]: 19–21).] 

Müller’s claim of the existence of a common cultural and intellectual heritage for the Indian elite and the British served the imperialist establishment well. It helped justify British colonial rule in India, since, according to Müller, the British were merely returning to their spiritual origins. It is important to note that Müller also justified India’s hierarchical caste system based on his distinction between the original Indian philosophical subjects and others. Ben-Gurion, on the other hand, rejected the caste system, considering it racist Hindu discrimination. Nonetheless, it seems that the interpretative tradition created by Müller, distinguishing between “worthy” and “inferior” Indian culture, was the basis on which Ben-Gurion formed the theoretical background for presenting Hinduism as inferior to Buddhism.

Between the negation of the Diaspora and the negation of Hinduism
Thus far, we have emphasized the hierarchical separation that Ben-Gurion created between Buddhism and Hinduism and the affinity between his approach and the Orientalist interpretative tradition. 
However, Ben-Gurion’s approach to India also has unique elements, as in many ways it reflects the Zionist idea of the negation of the Diaspora. This idea is also based on the negation of a specific aspect of Judaism - the rabbinic Diasporic element - in favor of creating the “new Jew” who absorbs Biblical values.[footnoteRef:43] The negation of the Diaspora also testifies to Zionism’s attitude toward the East-West axis: the Diaspora Jew is seen as representing the East, with its so-called superstitions and backwardness, while the thought and ideas of the “new Jew” are anchored in the values of the Bible, which, according to this approach, are an integral part of Western culture.[footnoteRef:44]. [43:  (Conforti 2011).]  [44:  (Raz-Krakotzkin 2017)] 

Ben-Gurion’s commitment to the idea of the negation of the Diaspora is well-known. He was adamant in making a separation between the Biblical era[footnoteRef:45]  - whose selective collection of national and moral values he believed served as the anchor of modern Israel - and the rabbinic Judaism of the Diaspora.[footnoteRef:46]  [45:  “I don’t know of any cultural and educational treasure in our literature and in the literature of a nation that compares to the Bible” Ben-Gurion (1954).]  [46:  (Shapira 1997).] 

He defined the writings of rabbinic Judaism as “piles of commentaries and interpretations” following which “our creative power has declined”[footnoteRef:47]. In contrast, he wrote that Biblical culture “left an indelible mark […] and we continue to be influenced by it, whether we are aware of it or not”.[footnoteRef:48] The similarity between Ben-Gurion’s Buddhism-Hinduism dichotomy and that of Biblical-Rabbinic Judaism becomes even sharper given the parallels he drew between the two cultures of India and the Jews. As he noted in his diary: “There are possibilities for cooperation between ourselves and India that do not exist about other countries, to a large extent due to a spiritual identification”.[footnoteRef:49] Ben-Gurion based his concept of “spiritual identity” on a comparison between Biblical values - from which he extracted a set of principles based on the visions of the prophets regarding social justice, morality, and ethics, connection to the land, and the redemption of humanity - and those of Buddhism: [47:  (Pearlman 1987: 199).]  [48:  (Pearlman 1987: 234).]  [49:   (Ben-Gurion 1950] 

The doctrine of the Buddha in matters of behavioral morality is similar to that of some of the prophets of Israel—some of them said similar things before him. For example, love for every living thing is very similar to the commandment in Leviticus 19:18 “Love thy neighbor as thyself”.[footnoteRef:50]  [50:  (Ben-Gurion 1962a).] 

Similarly, Ben-Gurion made a connection between the Jewish teaching of the Mishnah, which states: “Who is a hero? He who conquers his impulses”[footnoteRef:51] and the idea of yoga, the main point of which is mastering one’s passions.[footnoteRef:52] Ben-Gurion even stated that, in many ways, the Buddha actually spread some of the values of Judaism among the peoples whom the gospels had not reached. According to Ben-Gurion, Buddhism had, at the time of its origins reflected: [51:  (Pirkei Avot 4:1)]  [52:  (Ben-Gurion 1966: 10).] 

[A] great degree of negation of the world and nirvana was its supreme ideal; [however] this Torah [doctrine] overcame its pessimistic origins and preached love, kindness, and compassion towards every living creature, and its moral commandments are mostly no different from our Ten Commandments.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Ben-Gurion 1960).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk143696991]In addition, not satisfied with establishing a link between the values of the Bible and Buddhism, Ben-Gurion also used Buddhism to justify the concept of chalutziut (pioneering) that he sought to instill in the Zionist project.[footnoteRef:54]  [54:  (Ben-Gurion 1961: 263–9).] 

In this context, we can also understand the complexity of his views regarding Judaism’s place (and, accordingly, India’s) on the East-West axis. According to Ben-Gurion, Judaism—like Greek Hellenism, which laid the conceptual infrastructure for the values of the West—is an unusual phenomenon, in that its geographic origin is Eastern, but its culture served as a framework for the development of Western culture.[footnoteRef:55] In the context of India, Ben-Gurion stated: “Thanks to Buddhism, the Indian people were one of the three ancient peoples, in addition to the Greeks and the people of Israel, who bequeathed eternal values to humankind”.[footnoteRef:56] That is, according to Ben-Gurion, it was Buddhism that gave India its association with those nations whose legacy is eternal, while Hindu India, it is implied, offers only marginal values that belong to the East. [55:  The special position of Judaism on the East-West axis was best defined by Heinrich Heine (1797–1856) who, as is well-known, had a great influence on Ben-Gurion and other Jewish intellectuals (Aharonson 1999: 89). Heine argued that the values of the Bible were indeed created in the East, but caused a social and cognitive revolution that shaped the foundations of Western culture, writing in this context that “Judea has always seemed to me a fragment of the Occident misplaced in the Orient” (Heine 1876: 280).
]  [56:  (Pearlman 1987: 196).] 

Ben-Gurion’s remark that “the surprising thing is that in India, the birthplace of the Buddha, Buddhism has almost completely disappeared”[footnoteRef:57] can best be interpreted as a call to Indians to launch a cultural and educational transformation that would return them to their ostensible origins. The very description of India as a country in need of improvement, one that should renounce its prevailing Hindu beliefs, bears the hallmarks of Orientalist argument. Yet, Ben-Gurion’s position also shows distinct attributes of realpolitik. In presenting Israel as a modern state that had completed a process (the idea of “negating the Diaspora”) that India still needed to undergo, Ben-Gurion sought to convince its leaders that their country needed a relationship with Israel, as the Jewish State can serve as India’s role model. After all, the Jews of Israel had renounced the values of exile and returned to their original, Western principles (which they shared with the original Indian philosophy). This position - Israel’s sociocultural superiority, set against a background of a past shared source of values with India - served as the core argument for Ben-Gurion’s ongoing efforts to convince India to establish relations with Israel. This position was also behind his announcement, made during his trip to Burma, that his obligation as Prime Minister of Israel was to also act for the “economic, educational, and social advancement of less-developed nations”.[footnoteRef:58]  [57:  (Ben-Gurion 1962a)]  [58:  (Ben-Gurion 1962a).] 


The pursuit of India: The Political considerations
Prior to the establishment of Israel, Ben-Gurion saw an affinity between the interests of the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine and that of the Indian National Congress - the Indian socialist party, founded in 1885 - which, since the end of the First World War, had striven for Indian independence from Britain. In 1930, Ben-Gurion participated in a “Workers of the British Empire” conference in London, which had gathered the socialist movements of Africa, Palestine, India, Ireland, and other nations under British imperialist rule. They aimed to show support for Britain’s Labour government in the hope that it, in turn, would back their quests for liberation. 
At that conference, Ben-Gurion called for self-government to be granted to India as soon as possible.[footnoteRef:59] He even referred to Mohandas Gandhi (1869–1948), the leader of the Indian national movement as “a great man,” seeing his actions as “a liberation war unparalleled in all of human history”[footnoteRef:60]. It is worth mentioning that despite the message of this speech and the fact that he and Gandhi shared a common admiration for Russian author and thinker Leo Tolstoy[footnoteRef:61], who had preached pacificism and nonviolence,[footnoteRef:62] Ben-Gurion rejected Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolent struggle[footnoteRef:63] as a pereferaball method for the Jewish struggle as well. On the contrary: according to Ben-Gurion, “We would dismiss Jewish history from the days of Yehoshua Ben Nun until those of the IDF [Israel Defence Forces] if we were to dismiss the value of physical force. Dismissing physical force is dismissing this world, dismissing life”[footnoteRef:64]. [59:  (Ben-Gurion 1931).]  [60:  (Ben-Gurion 1931: 247).]  [61:  (Teveth 1976: 26–78)]  [62:  (Lev 2012),]  [63:  Gandhi’s concept of nonviolence ruled out the use of force, even in response to opposing force. His concept is anchored in the term ahimsa, for which it is difficult to find an accurate translation in Western languages because, unlike the implications of the English term nonviolence, ahimsa expresses both the avoidance of violence and an active struggle against its manifestations. Gandhi’s position stemmed from his belief in satyagraha, or adherence to the truth, according to which the tendency toward tolerance is natural to the human soul, and therefore he saw violence as a falsehood. For more, see Gandhi (1965). (Gandhi 1993)
]  [64:  Ben-Gurion 1975: 5).
] 

Ben-Gurion’s opposition to Gandhi’s doctrine of nonviolent struggle may also testify to his reserved attitude towards the East, since during the time of the Yishuv this type of struggle was seen as typical of the philosophy of the peoples of the East. 
Hans Kohn (1891–1971), a member of the Brit Shalom movement (A movement founded in 1925 advocating bi-national autonomy for Jews and Arabs under the British Mandate), challenged many of Ben-Gurion’s statements, as we will see later. Kohn, who would become an important scholar of nationalism in the United States, argued that the strength and greatness of Asian nationalism were that it was “deeply rooted in a layer of tradition”[footnoteRef:65], and this factor obviated the need to negate the “other,” and thus also the need to use force against him, as was customary in European ethnic nationalism. [footnoteRef:66] [65:  (Maor 2007: 29)]  [66:  (Kohn 1921).] 

Ben-Gurion thus supported the Indian national movement despite - not because of - its doctrine of nonviolent struggle. His interest stemmed from a shared commitment to socialism, and mainly from the similarity between the situation of the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine and that in India, where, at that time, two populations - Muslim and Hindu - were battling to free themselves from British colonial rule. 
This is why Ben-Gurion feared - especially since the Arab riots against Jews in Palestine in 1929 - that due to imperial considerations, including appeasing the Muslims in India and Palestine, British support for Jewish independence would also be harmed.[footnoteRef:67]  [67:  (Aharonson 1999: 602)] 

Ben-Gurion’s pursuit of India intensified as a result of its independence in 1947 due to his strategic assessment: Europe’s power is on the decline after the Second World War: 
Currently, the two most powerful and leading powers in the world are the United States and the Soviet Union. In my opinion, this will not last forever […] There is no doubt that it will not be long before the two Asian countries - China and India - will be the strongest powers in the world.  [footnoteRef:68] [68:  (Ben-Gurion 1991: 483).] 

However, on 29 November 1947, much to Ben-Gurion’s disappointment, India voted against the United Nations Partition Plan for Palestine and did not welcome the establishment of Israel in 1948. Nevertheless, he persisted in his efforts to draw closer to India. In anticipation of India’s official recognition of the State of Israel in 1950, Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary:
For several weeks, we had been receiving news that recognition would come soon, but around ten days ago we were informed that two Muslim ministers had opposed recognition....Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru decided to reject recognition and submit to the opinion of the Muslim minority. If the recognition comes tonight, it is, in my view, the most important recognition after that of the United States and the Soviet Union, and, to a large extent, no less important than these. There are possibilities of cooperation between ourselves and India that do not exist concerning other countries. [footnoteRef:69] [69:  (Ben-Gurion 1950).] 

 In his view, while Israel was not able to compete with Europe and the United States economically, the countries of Africa and Asia, and primarily India (which he all grouped into a single conceptual bloc), would need Israel’s services:
The importance of [the Red Sea coastal town of] Eilat is that it opens the way for us to the states of Asia and East Africa. Only through our relations with them do we have a chance to prosper economically[…] Because we will not overtake Europe in our industrial progress. But in Asia and Africa we have a great future, if we succeed in reaching them. [footnoteRef:70] [70:  (Ben-Gurion 1991: 295).] 

However, Nehru (1889–1964), the leader of the Indian National Congress during India’s struggle for independence (and India’s prime minister for the first 17 years of its independence), was only ready to recognise Israel while choosing to avoid diplomatic ties with it. Not to mention a special one. 
Nehru was one of the founders of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), which brought together countries from Asia and Africa seeking to avoid taking a position in the inter-bloc struggle while Israel was perceived as having a Western orientation.[footnoteRef:71] Another reason for Nehru’s reserved attitude towards Israel was rooted in his fears of deteriorating relations with Arab states and with the Muslim minority in India.  [71:    Gideon Rafael (1913–1999), who served as assistant to Israeli Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett, claimed that anti-Semitic undertones and sympathy for the Palestinian national movement were also behind India’s distanced attitude towards Israel.Gideon Rafael (1913–1999), who served as assistant to Israeli Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett, claimed that anti-Semitic undertones and sympathy for the Palestinian national movement were also behind India’s distanced attitude towards Israel.
(Rafael 1981: 86–8)] 

One of the ways that Ben-Gurion chose to dispel the Indian leadership’s reservations about establishing relations with Israel was to project what he termed in his diary a “spiritual identity” between the two nations, by imparting his interpretations of the affinity between Buddhist and Jewish values. According to his approach, establishing a cultural bond between the two nations - both among the intellectuals and the masses - was a condition, or at least a basis, for establishing relations between the two countries’ leaderships.[footnoteRef:72] Ben-Gurion argued that if the peoples of Asia were knowledgeable about Judaism, it would be relatively uncomplicated to find a way to their hearts. Therefore, he was not content merely with articles and conversations about Buddhism but worked to establish a department of Jewish Studies at the University of Delhi and to expand the East Asian Studies Department at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. [footnoteRef:73] [72:  (Ben-Gurion 1972b).]  [73:  See, for example, Ben-Gurion’s letter to Asoka Mehta (Ben-Gurion 1958), in which he proposed establishing a department for Hebrew studies and Jewish philosophy in India, and also strengthening Far Eastern Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.
] 

A postcolonial reading of Ben-Gurion’s attitude towards India
Ben-Gurion saw Zionism as the standard-bearer of the struggle against colonialism. After he visited Burma, he even announced that what he and the Prime Minister of Burma had in common was “joy over liberation from the yoke of colonialism. We wish for the liberation of all peoples occupied by colonialism in the near future, and also oppose any racial or class discrimination”. [footnoteRef:74] [74:  (Ben-Gurion 1962b).] 

In addition to this example, Ben-Gurion’s diaries and speeches from the 1930s and 1940s were replete with defiance against the British colonial administration in India. However, the complexity of Zionism’s attitude towards colonialism can be gleaned from the arguments that Ben-Gurion made for the right to independence: Actually, they were consistent with one of the features of the colonial model: that is, independence should be achieved through receiving rights and assistance from the British Empire. 
One of the critics of Ben-Gurion and mainstream Zionism in this context was Gershom Scholem (1897–1982), a member of the Brit Shalom organization. He believed that Zionism was flawed, among other things, because it relied on imperial colonialism to fulfill its ambition for national liberation:
“Zionism […] saw its success in the intrigues of the war, [Versailles] and San Remo and the signing of the Mandate for victory […] Many of the socialists in our society are very upset when we talk about the imperialism that we sanctify in this seal of the Balfour Declaration”.[footnoteRef:75]  [75:  (Scholem 1989 [1931]: 81–2).] 

Scholem even argued that Ben-Gurion was acting hypocritically when he opposed imperialism in the East in the name of socialism, but not when it came to Palestine. [footnoteRef:76] [76:  (Scholem 1989 [1931]:81–2).
] 

On the other hand, Ben-Gurion made a distinction between colonization, meaning immigration and settlement in a new land, and colonialism, which refers to taking over an occupied territory and exploiting the local population for political and economic needs.[footnoteRef:77]  Because he saw the Land of Israel/Palestine as the natural homeland of the Jewish people and called for its settlement and development through the independent work of the Jewish settlers (“Hebrew labor”); and because he believed that Zionist socialism would also benefit the Palestinians, Ben-Gurion did not see Zionism as a colonialist project. On the contrary, at least until the 1930s’, he considered it a project designed to safeguard the well-being of the Arab inhabitants of the country, and to liberate them from slavery under the landowners and the neighboring Arab states: “We will become a great force, and we will be able to help the Arab workers, we will raise the Arab workers from their humiliation and we will be an enormous factor in the flourishing of the neighboring countries […] This is Zionism.” [footnoteRef:78] [77:  (Aaronsohn 1996).]  [78:  (Ben-Gurion 1929). 
] 

Drawing on this socialistic concept, Ben-Gurion announced that:
“Establishing friendly relations between the Hebrew workers and the masses of Arab laborers through joint economic, cultural, and political action is a necessary condition for our redemption as a free laboring people and for the liberation of the Arab working people from their oppressors and extorters: the landlords and property owners”. [footnoteRef:79] [79:  (Ben-Gurion 1931: 51).] 

However, Ben-Gurion’s aspirations for unity of class interests - which, as evident from his words, involved ignoring the Palestinians’ national sentiments did not stand the test of reality. His policy since the 1930s was based on building Jewish power and making political demands to Britain and the West to support the establishment of a Jewish National Home; not on cooperation with the Palestinian residents. In this sense, Zionism is a complicated phenomenon that embodies colonialist traits and anti-colonialist ambitions. 
Hans Kohn’s writings shed light on the problematic nature of Ben-Gurion’s position and its limitations as an anti-colonialist stance. Kohn wrote a great deal about Western attitudes towards the East and confronted Ben-Gurion about the path that Zionism was taking. Kohn argued that in their struggle for national liberation, the Zionists should cooperate with the Palestinians, not the British, because the Jews were also natives, not emissaries of the British Empire. In this context, the correct historical movement ought to be from the West to the East, not vice versa. [footnoteRef:80] [80:  (Kohn 1931).] 

Ben-Gurion did not respond directly to Kohn’s arguments, but in his diary, he wrote that he regarded Kohn “negatively because he his a fake Zionist”.[footnoteRef:81] Kohn, for his part, was suspicious of ambitions of the kind expressed by Ben-Gurion concerning his desire to bring about “cross-pollination” between the East and the West, seeing in such pronouncements an intention to adopt certain Eastern values for Western benefit, but accompanied by a certainty that ultimately Western values would dominate, consistent with the cultural position distinguishing the fin-de-siècle. [footnoteRef:82] [81:  (Ben-Gurion 1928; see also Levski 2002).]  [82:  (Mendes-Flor 1983).] 

 Kohn wrote that the proper approach to the East should, in contrast, lead to a “synthesis [intended] to preserve the healthy and valuable elements of the local culture and further increase the power of their existence”. [footnoteRef:83] Kohn claimed that encouraging the phenomenon of nationalism among the peoples of the East, as Ben-Gurion had done, was wrong and patronizing. In Kohn’s opinion, the very calls to convert the yoke of colonialism into flourishing ethnic nationalism, as if this were a natural transition, represented an imposition of the Western perspective on the peoples of the East, who did not necessarily have any desire or intentions for nationalism of this sort but a more inclusive one. [footnoteRef:84] Indeed, according to nationalism scholar Hedva Ben-Israel, until the British occupation, the concept of an “Indian nation” was almost non-existent in India, which was divided by its caste system and a wide variety of philosophical beliefs. [footnoteRef:85] [83:  (Kohn 1928a).]  [84:  (Kohn 1925).]  [85:  (Ben-Israel 2004: 360).] 

Ben-Gurion was not involved in the postcolonial discourse that had begun to develop towards the end of his life, and in any event, he did not address the problematic position of Zionism and Israel within it, although he did recognize postcolonialism as a political phenomenon. Already during the Cold War, he believed that the struggle between the Communist and Western blocs was essentially about controlling “possibilities that influence the peoples of Asia and Africa”. [footnoteRef:86] [86:  (Ben-Gurion 1991: 229).] 

The policies he set for Israel in the postcolonial era were largely determined by realpolitik considerations. A few years after the Suez Crisis (the Second Arab-Israeli War) in 1956, which itself had colonialist aspects, Ben-Gurion declared that one of the achievements of the war was the reputation that the IDF had gained. He claimed that the war created a demand for Israeli military knowledge among armies of the “third world” which would like to imitate the IDF. [footnoteRef:87] This declaration indicates Israel’s position within the postcolonial context, revealing its contribution to the continuation of the West’s grip on Africa and the East within the framework of the new, postcolonial world order, even if indirectly. [87:  (Ben-Gurion 1964: 336–8).] 

After retiring from the premiership, Ben-Gurion felt freer to express his policies in a patronizing tone. Since, in his view, the peoples of the East were marked by primitiveness, he emphasized that Israel, as a progressive nation, had a “great right, and therefore also an obligation […] to help backward and primitive peoples to rise, develop, and progress.[footnoteRef:88] He also argued that Israel did not need to learn from India, but that rather, the other way around: [88:  (Ben-Gurion 1964: 294–5)] 

“Israel’s vital affairs are not harmed as a result of India not fully recognizing Israel. But [..] Nehru disappointed me […] and I was very sorry that in this matter [surrendering to Arab pressure] he showed so much weakness. I am satisfied that many of his colleagues do not show such weakness and not a few of them have visited Israel and shown a deep interest in it […] Many trainees from India have participated in our development courses and Indians who were trained by us as managers of 
development areas have brought back to India some very useful ideas. [footnoteRef:89] [89:  (Pearlman 1987: 179).
] 


Summary

To a large extent, Ben-Gurion’s position as it was discussed here embodies Bruno Latour’s theory, according to which the tension between “hybrids” and the “pure” is an inherent attribute of the entire project of western modernity. One of the principles of modernity is a process of purification that creates separate ontological domains: nature/society, human/nonhuman, and religion/secular. [footnoteRef:90]According to Latour, western thought attempts to suppress hybridity by creating purified, discrete analytical categories. As a modernist, Ben-Gurion was unable to regard Indian philosophy as a whole, that is, as a mosaic of beliefs, but instead sought to deny India’s philosophy the possibility of a hybrid existence. Ben-Gurion insisted on dividing the Indian space into two separate and rigid categories - Buddhism and Hinduism. Such a division leaves India with the singular possibility of a unidimensional existence based on a distinction between faith and rationality, and between primitiveness and modernity. Consequently, while Ben-Gurion’s attitude towards India and the East was indeed characterized by a rare intellectual curiosity (in which he was unique among Israeli leaders), Ben-Gurion persisted in reproducing an Orientalist discourse in which he insisted that India embark on a journey from the East to the West.[footnoteRef:91] By that he misses the beauty, or at least the authentic and unique dimension inherent in India’s existence, which seeks to merge new and old, west and east, secularism and religion, and similar binary opposites. [90:  (Latour 1993).]  [91:  (Anidjar 2006)] 
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