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Ari Shavit between Machiavelli and Mandela

Israeli journalist for the Left-of-center, Ha’aretz, Ari Shavit has authored a controversial book about Israel that also raises some of the most profound issues in political philosophy. My Promised Land: The Triumph and Tragedy of Israel recounts Shavit’s personal effort to address what he calls the “core contradictions of Zionism.” In doing so, he seeks no less than to “tell the Israel story” (xiv).  Shavit begins that 18 chapter story with an emblematic tale of Zionism’s “core contradiction” -- the saga of his own great-grandfather, Herbert Bentwich, a 19th century romantic Zionist. Shavit moves swiftly into the present, touting the achievements of Israel’s secretive nuclear installation at Dimona, but expressing equally his fear of the correspondingly secretive Iranian nuclear program. Shavit stops to admire the patriotic pioneer spirit of a youth cult centered on Masada, but then quickly retreats to conflicting feelings of vulnerability when recalling Israel’s encirclement by hostile states. Shavit boasts of Israel’s success as a world leader of high-tech start-ups, its vibrant multicultural and multiracial refugee immigrant population, or the triumphs and travails of the kibbutzim, but also confesses the extent of the contradictory political clout and retrograde intensity of the Greater Israel vision of West Bank Rightist settlers. Palestinian ambitions for national recognition stand oddly opposed to Jewish flight from the Muslim and Arab world. Shavit is a good enough journalist to know when to relieve tensions from immersion in these life-and-death situations by plunging us into the frenetic sybaritic world of the Tel Aviv club scene. But, Shavit doesn’t let readers savor the cultural and political couscous of modern Israel for long before he serves up the bitter herbs of Israel’s central, tragic, contradictions. Israel is, at once, saving refugee harbor and virtuous victim of constant existential attack and threat, but also muscular regional intimidator and inglorious occupier of a Palestinian “nation.” 
But beyond this fascinating tour of the cultural and political couscous of modern Israel, Shavit returns again and again to Israel’s central and tragic, contradiction. Shavit sees Israel as both virtuous subject of constant existential threat, but also as iniquitous regional intimidator and occupier of a Palestinian “nation.” He sees Zionism as both fulfilling its historic role as a virtuous polyglot and multiracial refuge for Jews, but also as an infamous expropriating colonial enterprise to the Arabs. Particularly worrisome to Shavit is his sense that Israel’s present-day contradictions show that it has made no progress in solving those of early Zionism. As a result, Israel cannot even write its own constitution. That would mean saying what it is -- something its conflicted nature prevents it from doing. Some would say it is simply the people of all of Palestine – from the Jordan to the Mediterranean. Others would say Israel is a Jewish state, reserved alone for Jews, whether this be defined by religion or by blood. Still others would say that Israel, is a democratic, secular state, where the values of “civil” life prevail. Existentially speaking, Shavit bemoans this fact: “At times we do not recognize ourselves anymore. We're not sure who we really are” (406). Nevertheless, Shavit hopes for a future Israel where its Arab citizens would have equal rights with Jews, but where it will still be a placed recognizable as “Israel.” One thinks of analogies to what Nelson Mandela achieved for his similarly beloved country, deeply divided by ethnicities that had pressed murderous policies against each other for generations. Shavit even begins sketching out what this would look like, as we will see later. 

· Shavit between Right and Left

Shavit raises a host of highly-charged questions that resonate beyond the local Israel/Palestine conflict. The book pushes us right to the brink of some seminal questions about morality and politics, the nature of citizenship and the nation-state. We should thus be grateful for a book that brings us to that edgy place. As one might expect, the book has become the target of attacks from both the Israeli left and right.
It does not take long to why the Right attack: Shavit frankly admits and thoroughly documents Jewish ethnic cleansing of Palestinians during and after the independence war. The Right-wing narrative about Palestinian flight has always written it off as wartime collateral damage. It was simply not a deliberate Jewish policy to drive Arabs from their cities, villages and farms. Even when a harrowing Jewish massacre of Arabs, such as at the village of Deir Yassin, became known, responsibility has always been shifted to the fringe of Jewish extremist politics, such as the Irgun (395-6). Shavit is equally deliberate in refuting these cover stories. Removing Arabs from lands intended for a future state of Israel was official Jewish policy. What is more, Deir Yassin was not alone. Abu Shusha, Hulda, Midia, Artouf, Dir-el-Hawa, Ein Karem, and others too suffered much the same brutal fate (14). Chapter five recounts at length the systematic and strategic wartime ethnic cleansing of the Palestinian population of Lydda. Nor does Shavit stop by chronicling things done in the heat and fog of war. His chapter on the Gaza Beach Detention Camp brings the darker side of Zionism up to date. It is enough for Shavit to accuse his Israel of the torture of its Palestinian prisoners: “In a methodical, orderly, and absolutely legal fashion, my beloved democratic Israel makes them scream” (232).  Although never mentioned here by name, Shavit, in effect, is recalling the triumph of the hard Zionism “Iron Wall” ideology of Ze’ev Jabotinsky. Because Shavit had the temerity to pull back the curtain of denial or deceit masking the cruelty of Jabotinsky’s hard Zionism at work, he draws the undying ire of the Right.
· “Shoot and Cry”

But, Shavit’s problem is with the unthinking Israeli Left, who imagine that the state could have been founded and subsequently maintained, virtuously -- without the dissembling propaganda tactics of the Right. Shavit disagrees. He is unexpectedly on board, at least, about the tactical necessity of the Right’s denial and dissimulation over wartime ethnic cleansing, if not the killings themselves. With stunning bluntness, Shavit claims that 

…obstinent disregard was crucial for the success of Zionism in the first decades of the 20th century, and a lack of awareness was crucial for the success of Israel in its first decade of existence. If Israel had knowledge of what happened it would not have survived” (162)

But what strikes directly at the Left’s sense of moral comfort is Shavit’s inconveniently reminding Israel’s pacifists that their present-day security was bought with the brutal use of force. If they don’t want the benefits because they despise the means, then the answer implied is simple: leave or somehow give back their ill-gotten gains. So, Shavit can shock some readers when he says of the “brigade commander and the military governor” of the merciless ethnic cleansing of Lydda, that they are “right to get angry at the bleeding heart liberals of later years who condemn what they did in Lydda, but enjoy the fruits of their deed….” And, getting personal, Shavit explains why. “Because I know that if it wasn't for them, the state of Israel would not have been born. If it weren’t for them I would not have been born. They did the dirty filthy work that enables my people myself my daughter and my son to live” (131). This is life-or-death stuff. The Left should just get over it, or at least be consistent, Shavit as much says. He is morally agonized about this history, and he feels that the Left should be as well.
Are these the words of an amoral Machiavellian monster? Machiavellian, yes, but an amoral monster, yes, but perhaps only at one level. At another – some would argue, “higher” -- level, perhaps not so much. Shavit, in effect, is claiming that the individual and the polity occupy different moral universes. The difference in these moral levels is most acutely experienced when individuals are responsible for collectivities There, moral demands laid upon a lone individual do not correspond to those expected of an individual head of family, community, state, dynasty, or any other polity. Taken alone, the individual is responsible only for themselves; their interests are paramount. But, the individual leading a collectivity submerges their moral responsibility in the interests of the polity. The interests of the polity trump those of individual leaders.

In the case of Israel/Palestine this difference of individual versus collective morality occurs acutely at two moments in the life of their respective polities -- at their foundation or inception, and in the maintenance or defense of an established polity. First, how does one judge the morality of the foundation of a polity?  Was the creation of the USA moral? After all, despite the mythology of noble Pilgrim fathers building a radiant city on a hill, or the mythology of the adventurous settling the west, we know all too well these days how inglorious these efforts were. The creation of the USA, as we know it today, required the removal of Native Americans from lands desired by white settlers. In what sense was this moral? 

By the standards of individual, say Buddhist or Christian, morality of “turn the other cheek” and such, the Pilgrim settlements of New England fail the test. They may at the very first have been innocent and benign, indeed allied with the native folk became dependent upon their assistance for survival.  But equally well, they soon resorted to violence and deception to secure the foundation of their colonial polity.
 I do not want to deny moral agency to the Native Americans. They too are just as capable of evil as white settlers. Had the situations been reversed, and Native Americans removed white settlers, would the morality of this reversal have been any different than the first? In that case, what would today’s white liberal proponents of Native American hegemony be ready to surrender? Or, would white liberal activists for Native American rights just assume what Israelis call the “shoot and cry” position, and hold fast to their comforts and privileges?
  Lamenting the fact afterwards costs the perpetrators nothing. The victors retain the spoils of conquest, and exhibit the “shoot and cry” syndrome. Nothing changes. I am not defending the white settlers of the New World, the conquistadors, or the Jews in Palestine, only pointing to the possible complexities and moral hypocrisy often afflicting principled engagement in these matters. 

Who, for instance, occupies the moral high ground when it comes to new settlers versus those already settled on the same land? Are new settlers intruders who rightfully should be resisted, or homeless wanderers who should be accommodated? A person is sitting alone comfortably on a long park bench. All other benches are occupied. But, in passing by, I approach the person settled comfortably, and say that I would like to occupy space next to them. What can I say, if they I tell me, that they were there first, and do not want to be made less comfortable? Can I accuse them of committing a transgression against universal moral principles of human hospitality?
 Or, what if they clear some space, move over so I can sit down, too? What as well if I tell them I would like to bring my children, too? 

These illustrations of perennial moral dilemmas lie behind Shavit’s mediations on Jewish immigration and settlement of Palestine, of its foundation as a “land for a people without land,” and its removal of the Arabs from a “land without people” (sic). This is why he goes on to tell at least two stories of the Zionist project of creating Israel: one, a benign one of early, romantic Zionism, and the other, one of a hard and, thus, sinful, Zionism. In one story, it is as if the European settlers of the New World and the Native Americans accommodated themselves to each other. There’s room enough on the park bench for all. 

The second story is the one with which we are all too familiar: the settlers push out the native folk, typically brutally, and take their land. Warfare ensues. No sooner do I sit down on the park bench than a brawl over it breaks out, and one of us winds up on the bench, while the other sits resentfully on the ground. The happier story employs the metaphor of the visit of Shavit’s Zionist great-grandfather to Palestine, Herbert Bentwich. It is all bright and optimistic, with Jews, here and there, settling uneventfully in Palestine making its deserts and wastelands bloom with productive enterprises. The tragic second story tells how Israel really came to be – by concerted and systematic efforts to buy up contiguous tracts of land, by suspicions about the ultimate goals of the newcomers, by an imperial sense of superiority over the indigenes, by a clannish resentment of the locals at the successes of the new arrivals, and finally by mutual attempts to drive each other off the land. 

Incidentally, Israel’s story suffers in part because it is one of the few nation-states we have been able to observe as it came into being, in real-time, as it were. One might argue that like sausage-making or legislation, the process of nation-making is not something one wants to watch in process. What if we could have watched the United States ethnically cleansing the American Indians in real time? What if we could have watched British Canadians deporting the Acadians, or the Spanish driving out the Muslims during its Reconquista, or in Mexico, its enslavement and liquidation of native populations? Would watching Muslims building their empires in India, North Africa, the Balkans or the Middle East at the expense of their indigenous populations as well, not equally well unsettle consciences in the salons of Cairo, Damascus, Islamabad or Istanbul? Indeed, one is hard-pressed to name a nation or nation-state that did not come into being, except by unedifying Machiavellian processes of violence, brutality and deception. With Israel, the entire world has been able to watch, or subsequently learn soon, by what harsh Machiavellian devices of deceit and brutality it too came to be. I do not intend any of this, of course, to excuse the victorious perpetrators of moral censure. We should not think Israel exceptional in the Machiavellian nature of its origins.  We, then, move now to the first story of the Jewish settling of Palestine, and how it embodied contradictions that have lived on to plague the present.

· Herbert Bentwich Sees No Arabs in Palestine
Shavit also tells his “Israel story” by deploying a metaphor drawn from his own family’s colorful history in Palestine. In 1897, his British Zionist, aristocrat great-grandfather, the Right Honourable Herbert Bentwich set off for Palestine. Shavit casts Bentwich as both pilgrim and seer. He comes to Palestine out of sense of pious reverence, but more so to save “Europe’s ultimate victims” (19). He sees Europe’s Jews as doomed to vanish, being poised precariously between assimilation, at one end, and annihilation portended by the latest Russian pogroms, at the other. In the high season of nationalism, Bentwich believes that the only hope for the survival of the Jews as a nation, a people, is to regroup as a “nation-state.” Shavit shares this view: “a concentration of non-Orthodox Jews in one place was imperative. And the one place where non-Orthodox Jews could be concentrated was the Land of Israel…. We had to save ourselves by building a Jewish national home,” and build it in Palestine (386-7). Jews must choose a Zionist alternative, or disappear. Just what actual form – cultural, political, or some other -- this Zionist alternative Jewish nation was to assume, would be the subject of intense debate within Jewish communities for some years. But, in the end, Israel as both a land for Jews and a Jewish land solidified into the nation-state of today’s Israel. Nothing central to the deep polemic of this book strays very far from this series of images.
When Bentwich comes to Palestine, he is dazzled by the vigorous new Jewish ventures in land reclamation, agriculture and industry in Palestine. These will monopolize his attention, not Palestine’s Arabs. Bentwich never “sees” Arabs. He has, after all, arrived in that promised “land without people, for a people without land.” He cannot “see,” however, the ubiquitous Arab industry that made his Zionist dream pilgrimage possible. Shavit, however, does “see.” He sees us how Bentwich cannot “see” the Arab pilots navigating his ship into Jaffa’s harbor, how Bentwich fails to “see” Arab stevedores shifting his massive steamer trunks ashore, nor how groaning Arab hotel porters deliver the overstuffed leather suitcases to the hotel suite where Shavit’s Edwardian kin lodges. Blind as well is Bentwich to Arab food and drink, its shrines and holy places, its Arab agricultural ventures, cultural institutions, architectural firms, religious and political organizations, educational systems and industry.  Of all these, like the vast and beautifully well-tended citrus groves, cultivated by generations of Arab owners, Bentwich catches barely a whiff. Bentwich “sees” only what Zionist romance wants him to see -- a “land without people,” eager to receive his own chosen “people without a land.” 
· Seeing No Evil in Bentwich’s Zionism, Nor in Israel as Refuge

Culpably ignorant as Bentwich may have been, Shavit judges his great-grandfather and his ilk kindly. In 1897, Zionists like Bentwich “do not intend to oppress, but to liberate. They do not want to exploit the land, but to invest in it” (18). They purchase land fair and square; they do not seize it by conquest. In this respect, they even imagine themselves “pilgrims,” not “agents of a colonial power.” And, thus, Shavit sees “no evil” here (18). But, despite his great-grandfather’s best intentions, Bentwich, like the British in India, the French in Africa, or Europeans coming to the New World, cannot help themselves become what their differentials in power over the indigenes make them to be. “The naïve conquistadors were caught up in the whirlwind of the consequences of their original deed” wreaking “havoc that no one could control” (391).  Bentwich and company, like the Jewish settlers to follow, flatter themselves as being gifts to the land, blessings bestowed upon a backward, empty place. Yet, of course, as they move in, even when they innocently buy in, they push out those already there. (18). Shavit also sees “no evil” in Bentwich because he comes to Palestine to save “Europe’s ultimate victims” (19). As farsighted as this might have been about Russia, nothing in Bentwich’s experience could have prepared him for the panic of threatened extinction provoked by the Holocaust. 

However culpably ignorant and inattentive though Bentwich may have been, Shavit judges his great-grandfather kindly. In 1897, Zionists like Bentwich “do not intend to oppress, but to liberate. They do not want to exploit the land, but to invest in it” (18). They imagine themselves “pilgrims,” not “agents of a colonial power.” They purchase their properties openly, fair and square, from their Arab or Ottoman owners; they do not seize it by conquest. And, thus, Shavit sees “no evil” here (18). To the extent they are innocent, early Zionist settler landowners, too, become people of the land of Palestine.

Bentwich’s romantic vision of the “land without a people” ready-made for his chosen “people without a land,” was, of course, unadulterated fantasy. The Arab people of Palestine cherished national aspirations as real as those of the Jews, and for the same land. Bentwich’s refusal to “see” Palestinians persisted in official circles, even into recent times. I am reminded of this from a small gathering I attended in 1972 at a college where I was then teaching. We were assembled by invitation to hear Mrs. Levi Eshkol, the wife of former Israeli Prime Minister, talk about present-day Israel and its achievements. During the question period, I asked her about what seemed to me at the time, a curious omission from her talk: “What about the Palestinians?” I queried. “What Palestinians?” she replied without the slightest touch of irony. So, even decades later some Israeli politicians did not “see” Palestinians either, but this time as a deliberate political tactic. 

Shavit, of course, wants us all to “see” the Palestinians. But, just noting Palestinians is not the problem of his readers. For all his good intentions, Shavit does not say nearly enough to let us “see” into the internal dynamic and history of the Arab and Palestinian nationalism that predated the arrival of growing numbers European Jewish settlers. Arab nationalism had its own roots, and was not just an ad hoc reaction to the  new Jewish settlements such as those envisioned by Bentwich, even if, as the Jewish population of Palestine increased, it became so.  What many in the West imagine, therefore, as a fairly recent conflict, dating from the late 1940’s, was actually one well rooted by the kinds of “nation-states” Jews and Palestinian Arabs imagined themselves to be creating at the time. 

· Sins of the Fathers

The second part of Shavit’s story of Israel’s founding tells a far different tale from the dreamy imaginings of romantic Zionism. The fault of Bentwich and his ilk was, of course, that “the people without a land” had decided to move in, uninvited, on a land with people, and with national aspirations as real as those of the Jews.  The late 19th century dream of romantic Zionism rather abruptly came to an end, although it lived on as a foundation myth to hide coarser intentions. Over the course of the first half of the 20th century, persistent tensions between Palestinians and Jews, often breaking out into armed conflict, spoiled the naïve dream of Bentwich’s brand of Zionism. Armed conflict between Jews and Arabs ran right through the first half of the 20th century. And, of course, the trauma of the Holocaust shattered any lingering Zionist romantic reveries as Jews faced the nightmare scenario of the erasure of an entire people. In response, Zionist leadership, bulldozer-like, shoved aside all notions of reconciliation and compromise in Palestine, and pushed hard ahead. Now the Arabs are not only overlooked, they are violently removed from the field of the vision of Zionist pioneers: Lydda, Deir Yassin, and all the others. The new wave of Zionists may still not be agents of some imperial power, nor mere exploiters of it. But, they are also there to own all of the land, and to possess it, exclusively and unapologetically. They wanted the whole bench, then, and increasingly now. Indeed, Shavit cites Avishai Margalit’s chilling statement of his fear that he does not “’see a power within Israel fierce enough to stop the state … from becoming an apartheid state’” (256). Israel could become that kind of state – a South Africa, with no Mandela on the horizon.

· Sins of the Fathers, Not Owned by the Sons 

But, do these newly exposed sins of the fathers, and even their potential embrace by today’s sons, condition Israel’s policy about its own maintenance and defense? Shavit argues that Israel its present condition as a refugee nation changes the dynamic of any such polemic of collective guilt. Up against the frank and detailed confession of the sins of Israel's fathers, -- and of course mothers such as Golda Meir -- Shavit throws up the complex reality of Israel’s present: Israel is one great gathering of the wretched of the earth. An unstated assumption behind Shavit’s emphasis on Israel’s virtue may be to balance all he has done to expose of hard Zionism’s crimes? In effect, Shavit buys into the notion that the moral condition of a nation’s foundation and its present moral condition are two different things. Whatever the crimes and moral failures of Israel’s wartime foundings – and Shavit dwells at length on them – once a collectivity is established, it should be judged for its own transgressions and virtues, not those of the past. Critics of Israel commonly fall into the practice of citing Israel’s past transgressions, indeed many of those Shavit cites, as reasons for undermining the legitimacy of Israel’s present-day policies. We know this charge bites because of the Right wing’s history of denial of the systematic and intentional nature of wartime Jewish ethnic cleansing. 

But throughout, Shavit, in effect, is arguing that the morality of present-day Israel, its national defense policy, say, should be judged in terms of actual conditions, not upon whether Israel’s foundation was virtuous or not. By the same token, no present-day policy, such as the settlements and occupation of Palestinian lands can be morally justified by appealing to the wrongs done the Jewish people in the past. Shavit’s Zionism, what he calls a “Hebrew” identity, severs its links with the past -- with the Diaspora, with the shtetl, with Judaism, with the passive Jew (404). It is, Shavit argues, the Zionism that really made Israel, not the religious or romantic Zionism of greater fame. If the present-day occupation is, then, unjust, or just, for that matter, it is so because of it is unjust or just, today.

This principle is hardly novel, since we find no less a profound political thinker than Shakespeare pondering it in Henry IV, Part 2. In Henry IV’s last words to his son and successor to the crown, Prince Harry, the dying king does so, too. He first unburdens himself of the sins by which he came to be king. His reign, the England he founded, rested on a crime. Henry remorsefully confesses this unseating, and subsequent ordering of the murder of the legitimate  -- “anointed” – king of England, Richard II.

Come hither, Harry, sit thou by my bed;

And hear, I think, the very latest counsel

That ever I shall breathe. God knows, my son,

By what by-paths and indirect crook'd ways

I met this crown; and I myself know well

How troublesome it sat upon my head….

 (Henry IV, part 2, Act 4, scene 5)

But, having confessed the guilt of his ascendance to the throne, Henry assures his son, the soon-to-be new king, that he can rule guiltlessly. The sins that the old king committed in pursuit of the murderous foundation of his reign are his, and his, alone. The new king is free of any debt owing to their commission. His reign begins with a clean moral slate. The morality of Henry V’s reign should be judged by how the new monarch rules, not by how his predecessor gained the crown.

How I came by the crown, O God forgive;

And grant it may with thee in true peace live!

… and now my death

Changes the mode; for what in me was purchased,

Falls upon thee in a more fairer sort;

So thou the garland wear'st successively.

Yet, though thou stand'st more sure than I could do. 

(Henry IV, part 2, Act 4, scene 5)

But, this only pushes the original question back a step.  How then does the morality of present-day Israel stack up?

· In Defense of Israel’s Virtue

But, if Israel’s virtue (or vice) cannot be based on the deeds of the fathers, how can Shavit establish the virtue of present-day Israel? How, as well, can he do so, given the rise of an Israeli amoral right? How, also, can Shavit hold up Israel as some kind of moral paragon, given Israel’s robust and unapologetic use of force in pursuit of its own interests?  Does not this show that modern-day Israel has not wiped the slate clean of the legacy of its hard Zionist fathers, but instead has revived it? Shavit’s condemnation of the occupation would surely suggest a collective Israeli transgression. Israel does things collectively, which Shavit thinks are morally wrong, such as the torture that Shavit documents in the Gaza Detention Center. Shavit thinks he can establish Israel’s virtue by emphasizing its role as safe harbor for Jewish refugees – especially, of late, from the Arab world.

One additional complicating consideration, however, intrudes into this case. On realist or Machiavellian grounds, Israel needs no further reason for acting in its self-interests than national self-defense and security. Yet, in Shavit’s view, Israel’s moral status seems to need something more. Israel’s defense of the vast refugee population of Israel supplies it. Waves of refugees from Arab countries -- as well as from the non-Arab Iran – have swelled Israel’s population to over six million. Its Sephardic population now constitutes over 50% of Israel’s total. Anyone  visiting Israel will be stunned by the evidence of this dazzling diversity. It is a point about the nature of modern Israel that Shavit too thinks should be better known by the outside world. For example, in the suburbs of Tel Aviv new cities arise, one Rishon LeZion, a “city of refugee rehabilitation” is home to Jews from over 70 different countries (388, 390). This collectivity to be defended recommends itself as especially virtuous – but in terms closer to those the spirit and letter of Nelson Mandela, rather than Machiavelli. Shavit argues that Israel’s being an immigrant refugee state gives it the moral leverage enjoyed by victims. By its nature, such a collectivity takes on moral status, because it is a collectivity sanctified by sacrifice. They have suffered, given up much of themselves, and as such, they are owed generous portions of compassion and kindness. As such, they have a special claim to robust protection even over and above any legitimate national interests dictated by political realism or Machiavellian conceptions of social morality. This collectivity deserves kindly and compassionate treatment, again more in the spirit and letter of a Nelson Mandela than a Machiavelli. 

Again, we have tapped into something perennial in political morality. Israel’s teetering between expropriator of Arab land and protector of victims of Arab oppression, between its pursuit of national interest and its acting upon a morality of kindness and compassion recalls an analogous moral balancing act in Henry IV, part 2. Again, Henry’s confession of his individual moral failing: 
God knows, my son,

By what by-paths and indirect crook'd ways

I met this crown; and I myself know well

How troublesome it sat upon my head….

 (Henry IV, part 2, Act 4, scene 5)

But, in the same scene, the dying king tells us that despite how he won the crown, he counter-balances his sense of guilt is by reminding himself, and the new king to be, of his role as virtuous social protector of the innocent. Just think, says the king of what catastrophes might have befallen those under his protection had he renounced his responsibility to abide by his royal morality – to act to assure the safety of the realm:

O my poor kingdom, sick with civil blows!

When that my care could not withhold thy riots,

What wilt thou do when riot is thy care?

O, thou wilt be a wilderness again,

Peopled with wolves, thy old inhabitants! 

(Henry IV, part 2, Act 4, scene 5)

Shakespeare has thus argued that the morality of leadership in a collectivity, dictates its own morality. While an ethic of kindness or “turn the other cheek” may be suitable whilst only an individual, one is no longer free to “turn the other cheek” when others are at risk. Leaders do not just act or solely for themselves; they act in behalf of the interests of the whole. (Crick 1983, II, 2) Israel’s collective moral imperative becomes then not to “turn the other cheek” but, rather, to act in the interests of the national collectivity.  This leaves Shavit, in effect, arguing at cross-purposes. At times, he voices views dictated by a universal morality of kindness and compassion, like those voiced by a Nelson Mandela. Thus, Shavit hates the occupation, and indeed harshly condemned state-sponsored torture in Gaza. But, on the other hand, like Machiavelli, Shavit argues that once an Israeli state is established, protecting and preserving it and its citizens calls for a social morality of collective protection and common good. (Berlin 1979, 55-62) 

That new social morality calls for optimum efforts to protect those for whom one is responsible, to act in their collective interests – the history of the creation of this collectivity notwithstanding. But, nothing really rehabilitates modern Israel’s systematic use of torture. Likewise, Israel’s occupation and continual encroachment upon Arab patrimonial land further erodes its moral stature. So, even though such extenuating circumstances distract from Shavit’s moral dilemma, they do not eliminate it. Even if collectivities may be governed by different moralities than individuals, Shavit does not entirely think so, as I have noted. Shavit seeks to rescue Israel’s moral condition by falling back the unique collectivities it seeks to defend. Israel protects a riotously polyglot and multiracial immigrant community, made up of the wretched of the earth. Israel’s hopeful civil virtue rests upon the fact of its very population. 

· Nationalism and Purity

Critics might not let Shavit escape quite so easily. How did these new Jews from the Muslim world come to be in Israel in the first place? One narrative about Jewish flight from Muslim countries reads that it was a result of Israel’s displacing of Palestinians. Jewish flight from the Muslim world was, then, the fault of Israel, perhaps even intentionally so as to swell Jewish population in Palestine. Let’s leave aside Jewish conspiracy stories as well as the bankrupt morality of reacting to Israel’s crimes by attacking Jews in general. While he rightly celebrates Israel as a polyglot, multiracial refugee, immigrant society and polity, Shavit can be faulted for not addressing the subject of Jewish flight from Muslim countries in more detail and historical depth. He says little more than that anti-Jewish campaigns were unprovoked and undeserved. Perhaps so, but there is a great deal more to say. 

What are the consequences for Israel’s declaring itself a “Jewish” nation-state, irrespective of Jewish ill-treatment of the Palestinian Arabs? Shavit might have dwelt on the implicit and explicit Arab/Muslim argument that since Israel now declares itself the nation-state of Jews, Jewish loyalties belong there, and no longer, say, to Iraq or Iran. It would have helped if Shavit had told us more about the internal dynamic of Arab nationalism, independent of Israeli nationalism, or its responsibility for stirring up antagonism against Jews (58-61, 73 ). We learn nothing about whether Arab nationalism (and which one?) made any accommodation for full Jewish citizenship in an “Arab” nation-state? Therefore, we do not really know if Sephardic immigration reacted to a pre-existing Arab ethnic nationalism, long in developing, and essentially exclusive. Nor, do we know whether Arab nationalism, and its attendant anti-Semitism, were only local reactions to Jewish’s conquest over and subsequent ill treatment of the Palestinians? 

The difference is crucial to our deeper understanding of the Israel/Palestine issue. Was Arab nationalism, like all nationalisms of a certain type – Israel’s included – so focused on narrating the dynamic of its own story that it just left out others from it? If so, then Arabs are no more, nor less, xenophobic than others – Israel’s included. Any nationalism based on a common ethnic identity will leave out other ethnic groups from the national story. If so, one should well expect that two ethnicities laying claim to the same territory will clash. Israel’s declaration of Jewish nationhood, ipso facto, could be construed as anti-Arab or anti-Muslim. No one’s strutting about in jackboots. Conflict would be inevitable and morally neutral. But, if Arab nationalism is primarily a local reaction to Israel’s perceived mistreatment of other Arabs – the Palestinians – then there is nothing inherent in its opposition to Jews and Israeli nationalism, in principle. The long-lived impasse between Jews and Palestinians suggests a deeper conflict than a mere local problem. 

What many Israelis fear is that anti-Jewish, or anti-Israeli feelings and Arab national assertion are tow sides of the same coin. Given the decades of mistrust and betrayal, such a fear is eminently reasonable. What room is there for Jews in an ethnically Arab nation? What room for Poles, as Poles in contemporary Lithuania, Kurds as Kurds in Turkey, Africans, as Africans in Italy, etc. What room, indeed, for any ethnic minority once the “nation” is defined in ethnic terms? Given a single disputed territory, this means that a Jewish nation in Palestine cannot exist, if an Arab nation is to live. The Israeli extreme is eager to expel Arabs from Israel for precisely the same reasons. Some discussion of this dynamic might have put Israeli intransigence into a more understandable perspective. It is in the very nature of ethnic nationalisms to be intransigent with respect to other ethnicities. They find it very hard, if not impossible, for an ethnicity to tell its own story while including other ethnicities in that national myth at the same time. Ask the Turks about the Kurds or Greeks, the Poles or Germans about the Jews, the Japanese about the Koreans, the Italians about the Austrians, and so on.

· What Kind of Nation?

This raises once more the question whether Israel is that kind of nation – one the mirror image of the nations that found Jews as full citizens indigestible. So, the question of the nature of the “nation” itself is in play in a way Shavit does not say. Shavit’s logic is flawed in connection with his views of the nature of the “nation,” or more precisely the political entity we call the “nation-state,” such as Israel, Jordan, France etc.  We will recall where Shavitthat the Left, and takes the side of those who “did the dirty filthy work that enables my people myself my daughter and my son to live.” That is to say that Shavit defends those who did the “dirty filthy work” of creating the present nation-state of Israel. The logical gap can be found in Shavit’s saying that “because… if it wasn't for them” – by which he means those who ordered the ethnic cleansing at Lydda – “the state of Israel would not have been born.” Well, yes, that may be true, but only if one presumes a certain conception of nation-state. In this case, Shavit misses adding the necessary logical step of saying a “state of Israel” – a “nation-state” -- of a certain kind. 

Because it is controversial whether Jews are an “ethnic” or “religious” grouping, it remains controversial what Israel is. Is Israel an “ethnically” based nation-state, a religious one, or a civil one?  Is it a nation-state like Turkey (ethnic), Saudi Arabia (religious) or the USA (civil)? Despite the tendency for today’s Israel to represent itself as something more like an ethnic or religious entity, we tend to overlook the way Israel at times also seemed to present itself as a civil entity -- not defined in terms of ethnicity or religion, but in terms of civil terms, such as acceptance of certain abstract principles. Classically, France and the United States are explicitly declared nation-states of this kind, the facts of the institution of American slavery notwithstanding. Israel, too, approaches that model of nation-state from time to time, albeit now less frequently since current talk of Israel as a “Jewish” state entered public discourse. Promises that Israeli Arabs will be treated as full citizens fits this civil model of a state. So, too, does Israel fit the civil model when it prides itself for offering protection and citizenship to ethnic minorities often oppressed in Muslim Arab countries, such as the Druze. While they are really a religious group, Israel classifies them as an “ethnic” minority. Such factors account for why Israel has had such a difficult time writing its constitution. Doing so would mean Israel would have to say what it is. And, that is the sticking point, as Shavit painfully notes. “At times we do not recognize ourselves anymore. We're not sure who we really are” (406).
· What, Then, Must Be (Can Be) Done?

All the trends toward an ethnically or religiously pure Israel seem retrograde dead-ends to Shavit. He believes the identity that made Israel was, of course, Zionism, but Zionism understood in the problematic sense (in Israel) as a “civil” movement. Shavit calls this civil conception of Israel the embodiment of a “Hebrew” identity. Shavit conceives this identity as one which has severed the links to the shtetl, to the Diaspora, to Judaism, to anything remaining of the old Jew of passivity and persecution (404-6). It is an identity founded on “the Hebrew land, the Hebrew language, and the belief in the Hebrew future (404-5). As such, Shavit believes (hopes?) that a “Hebrew” Israel can find a way to throw off the occupation, and to integrate Palestinian Arabs into a nation-state still recognizable as Israel. Shavit is short on details here. But, it may, at least, be a start, since such an Israel would seem to be a secular, democratic nation-state. This is why Shavit disapproves so thoroughly of the West Bank settler movement, informed as it is by the religious mentality of the shtetl. That is also why so much of the book reads like pessimistic commentary of the rampant success of religious colonization of the West Bank. Over 500,000 settlers are now entrenched over the entire map of what would be a future State of Palestine. Shavit rightly sees these “facts on the ground” as the single greatest impediment to ending the occupation, and thus to free Israel to a viable future as a secular democratic state.

The question of how to deal with the collective guilt for Jewish displacement of Arabs would still, however, remain. If, as I suggested, that in theory and in practice, the violence of establishing the nation seems unavoidable, it would thus be outside of moral scrutiny. Yet, in practice we tend to continue to apply the rules governing individual behavior to collectivities and, thus, collective guilt needs to be addressed.  Doing so leads down many paths, but they all start by admitting the sins of the fathers, at least as frankly as Shavit has done. Lessons are surely to be learned from South Africa’s experience of its Truth and Reconciliation Commission. There, both sides would, in effect, admit their responsibility by identifying transgressions. Another action that Shavit suggests would be lifting the occupation, coordinated with the foundation of a Palestinian state.  

Suitable compensation might also be made to those “transferred” out of present-day Israel, although unqualified right of return is practically problematic. Perhaps something of a substitute for Palestinian right of return would be turning over a proportion of the more far-flung West Bank settlements – but, intact – to Palestinians. But, surrender of the West Bank settlements promises to stir up a hornet’s nest of resistance. Settler intransigence to the surrender of “sacred” land will doubtless be met with Palestinian refusal to take substitutes for ancestral patrimonies. Given these problems, other devices of compensation would need to be found – presuming, of course, a two state “solution.” 

In the event, however, that Shavit’s “Hebrew” identity takes hold, a single-state solution could come into play. As madly optimistic as Shavit’s Hebrew (secular, democratic) nationalism seems, it seems a good deal more realistic than attempts either to secure settler withdrawal from the West Bank or Palestinian forgetfulness about ancestral patrimonies. After all, Jewish settlers could remain in place, and Palestinians could “return” by entering the real estate market.

Whether any of these proposals would satisfy the Jewish right-wing or Arab Palestinian population, much less other Arab/Muslim polities, is unclear. Perhaps, it is really too late. Mutual hatred of Israel and Jews may now be so deeply inscribed that few alternatives seem possible. Either the Palestinians become so disheartened that they give up on statehood and compliantly accept a subordinate place as Israeli Arabs, or they emigrate en masse. On the Jewish side, Israel might be violently eliminated – most probably by some swiftly delivered weapon of mass destruction. The death of a state, polity or people is not a cheerful prospect to contemplate.
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� But, in truth this talk of collectivities acting or thinking is a kind of shorthand for talking about individuals within those polities who direct them. We are most often dealing with the moral condition of the choices made by individuals in positions of leadership.





� One could, as well, pose the same question about today’s Latin America. Is does not seem to have been possible without Portuguese and Spanish destruction of the Indies.


�  Early modern Spanish humanist philosopher-theologians argued precisely in this way to justify Spanish colonialism in the New World. If the native folk refused entry to and free passage through native lands to the Spanish, this counted as a sin against hospitality. (Strenski, 2004, 631-52)





