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    The Rise of the Israeli Right
The Israeli Right first came to power nearly four decades ago. Its election was described then as ‘an earthquake’, and its reverberations are still with us. How then did the Right rise to power? What are its origins? Colin Shindler traces this development from the birth of Zionism in cosmopolitan Odessa in the nineteenth century to today’s Hebron, a centre of radical Jewish nationalism. He looks at central figures such as Vladimir Jabotinsky, an intellectual and founder of the Revisionist movement, and Menahem Begin, the single-minded politician who brought the Right to power in 1977. Both accessible and comprehensive, this book explains the political ideas and philosophies that were the Right’s ideological bedrock, as well as the compromises that were made on its journey to government.
Colin Shindler is Emeritus Professor at the University of London’s School of Oriental and African Studies and the founding chairman of the European Association of Israel Studies. He is the author of eight books on Israel, including the best-selling History of Modern Israel (Cambridge University Press, 2008, 2013), which has been translated into Italian, Polish and Estonian.
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This book is intended for interested readers – for those who are perplexed by the rise of the Israeli Right to a dominant position in political life and wish to make sense of it.
It would be easy, of course, to write a polemic which is coloured either by a blameless romanticism or alternatively by an all-pervading criticism. Hopefully I have not done this. The struggle of any historian is to separate the striving for objectivity from personal views, no matter how strongly held.
This book builds on my previous works about the Israeli Right. Since the researching and writing of Israel, Likud and the Zionist Dream (1995) and The Triumph of Military Zionism (2006), there has been a renewed interest in the Israeli Right, particularly in the figure of Vladimir Jabotinsky. Many younger writers have uncovered new perspectives on his ideas and actions and are effectively reclaiming him from those in the political arena who wish to use him merely to meet the political exigencies of the day.
Indeed, Jabotinsky’s writings were quoted by many who were opposed to Netanyahu’s controversial intention to develop the ‘Israel as a Jewish State’ bill as an addition to the Basic Law in late 2014. It seems that the gap between intelligent historical analysis and reductionist political expediency is becoming more visible.
The rounded figure of Jabotinsky that comes down to us as a fin-de-siècle writer and activist is in no small measure due to Leonid Katsis in Moscow, who has published several volumes of Jabotinsky’s writings in Russian – and in particular from his pre-Zionist period.
I have drawn upon this and also on Jabotinsky’s early contributions to the Italian and Russian press. Moreover, I have attempted to utilise unpublished articles in order not to simply repeat what I and other writers have written in the past. There is always the illusion and the delusion that you know everything about a specific historical character. This is always superseded by the joy and anguish on reading new research and the realisation that in fact you know little about your subject of choice. So my hope is that this book should not be the last word but merely a stepping-stone.
The works of colleagues in Israel, Arye Naor and Yehiam Weitz, have certainly aided my understanding of the life and times of Menahem Begin – particularly during his sojourn in the political wilderness between 1949 and 1977. The book hopefully underlines Begin’s shrewd climb to power and the fine balance that he maintained between ideology and ambition.
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Shmuel Salinger further helped me to maintain a consistency in transliterating Hebrew titles into English, utilising the Library of Congress system.
I would also like to thank Will Hammell and Kate Gavino of Cambridge University Press for their guidance and expertise.
This book is dedicated to the memory of my late father-in-law, Derek Pollock, who passed away in April 2014. He was a self-educated man who read widely and came of political age during service in the British army in the Middle East in the 1940s. He therefore lived through most of the events described in this book. He read everything that I wrote and was not shy in criticising some of it. It is a pity that he is not with us in order to read this book. Moreover, he understood my odyssey in life. I thank him for the years of informal chat and unexpected insights, his generosity of spirit, inspiration and interest.
My wife, Jean, has once again put up with the solitude of research and writing. Her love and support are always central to everything I do.
I have tried to use a transliteration of other languages which is consistent. However, where familiarity occasionally trumps convention, I have utilised the former. Of course, any errors of fact and interpretation are entirely my own.
Glossaries
Political Parties and Groups

	Agudat Yisrael
	ultra-orthodox party, founded in 1912 to oppose the Zionist movement

	Ahdut Ha’avodah
	socialist Zionist party, founded in 1919 by Ben-Gurion and Tabenkin

	Amlanim
	opposition group within Hapoel Hatzair in Palestine in the 1920s

	Berit Ha-Biryonim
	nationalist group in Palestine led by Abba Ahimeir in the early 1930s

	Berit Shalom
	Jewish-Arab reconciliation group in Palestine in the 1920s

	Betar
	nationalist Zionist youth group, founded by Jabotinsky in Riga in 1923

	Biluim
	settlers of the first Zionist immigration to Palestine in 1882

	Bnei Akiva
	mainstream religious Zionist youth movement which embraced the Right after 1967

	Degel ha-Torah
	established through split in Agudat Yisrael by Eliezer Schach in 1988

	Democratic Movement for Change
	established in 1977 as centre party by Yigael Yadin

	Free Centre
	established in 1967 through a split in Herut

	Gahal
	established through an alignment between Herut and the Liberals in 1965

	Gahelet
	religious youth group which propounded redemptionist Zionism

	General Zionists
	promoted the views of small businessmen and private enterprise

	Gesher
	political group formed by David Levy for the 1996 election

	HaBayit Hayehudi
	religious Zionist party established by a merger of the National Religion Pary (NRP) and the Far Right in 2008

	Hadash
	left-wing alliance of Jews and Arabs established in 1977

	Haganah
	the defence arm of the Yishuv and forerunner of the Israel Defence Forces

	Hapoel Hatzair
	non-Marxist, Tolstoyan pioneering party, established in 1906

	Hashomer Hatzair
	dovish pioneering Marxist Zionist group, established in 1913

	Hebrew Committee for National Liberation
	established in the United States by Hillel Kook in 1944

	Herut
	the Irgun as a political movement, established by Begin in 1948

	Histadrut
	General Federation of Workers in the Land of Israel, established in 1920

	Im Tirzu
	nationalist extra-parliamentary group established in 2006

	Irgun Zvai Leumi
	nationalist military group, led by Menahem Begin from 1943

	Kach
	Meir Kahane’s Far Right party banned from participating in Knesset elections

	Kadima
	Centre-Right party established by Sharon in November 2005

	La’am
	Likud component, composed of former Labour party and Free Centre members

	Labour
	established in 1968 from Mapai, Ahdut Ha’avodah and Rafi

	Land of Israel Movement
	established after the Six-Day War to retain conquered territories

	Lehi
	Fighters for the Freedom of Israel, established by Avraham Stern in 1940

	Liberals
	formerly the General Zionists, established in 1961

	Likud
	the main right-wing Israeli party, established by Sharon and Begin in 1973

	Ma’arakh
	alignment established by Labour and Mapam in 1969

	Maki
	Eurocommunist section of the Communist party, led by Moshe Sneh after 1965

	Mapai
	leading labour Zionist party, 1930–1968, during the state-building years

	Mapam
	Marxist Zionist party, founded in 1948, second-largest party in first Knesset

	Matzpen
	anti-Zionist split from the Israeli Communist party, close to European New Left

	Maximalists
	radical right wing of the Revisionist party in the 1930s

	Meimad
	dovish religious Zionist group formed for the 1999 election

	Meretz
	leftist Zionist party established in 1992 by Ratz, Mapam and Shinui

	Mizrahi
	first religious Zionist party, established in 1902

	Moked
	Far Left group established for the 1973 election

	Moledet
	transfer party of the Far Right, established by Rehavam Ze’evi in 1988

	National Union
	coalition of Far Right parties formed for the 1999 election

	Palmah
	elite fighting force, allied to Ahdut Ha’avodah, led by Yigal Allon in the 1940s

	Poalei Agudat Yisrael
	pioneering ultra-orthodox party, established in 1922

	Poale Zion
	main socialist Zionist party in Palestine, founded by Jewish workers in 1906

	Progressives
	founded in 1948 by German immigrants and liberal General Zionists

	Rafi
	established in 1965 after a split from Mapai, led by Ben-Gurion, Dayan and Peres

	Rakah
	pro-Soviet wing of Communist party, after a split in 1965

	Ratz
	civil rights and peace party, led by Shulamit Aloni in the 1980s

	Redemptionist Zionists
	religious Zionist settlers who followed Zvi Yehudah Kook

	Revisionist Zionism
	founded by Jabotinsky in 1925 to return to Herzlian Zionism

	Shas
	Sephardi ultra-orthodox party established by Ovadiah Yosef in 1984

	Sheli
	dovish party, established in 1977 from Moked

	Shlomzion
	short-lived party formed by Ariel Sharon for the 1977 election

	Siah
	Israeli New Left, established following the 1967 war

	State List
	Rafi faction that did not join Labour party in 1968, led by Ben-Gurion

	Tami
	Mizrahi breakaway from the NRP, established in 1981

	Tehiyah
	Far Right party, established in 1979 in opposition to Camp David agreement

	Tekumah
	Far Right group formed in the late 1990s, component of the National Union

	Telem
	party formed to support Moshe Dayan in the 1981 election

	Tserei Tsion
	non-Marxist pioneering Zionist group in Tsarist Russia

	Tsomet
	Far Right party with Labour roots, established in 1983 through a split in Tehiyah

	United Torah Judaism
	main ultra-orthodox party established in 1992

	Yesh Atid
	centrist party established by Yair Lapid for the 2013 election

	Yishuv
	Jewish settlement in Palestine before 1948

	Yisrael Beiteinu
	party of the Far Right and Russians, established by Avigdor Lieberman for the 1999 election


General Glossary

	Al Hamishmar
	Mapam’s daily newspaper

	aliyah
	Jewish immigration to Israel from the Diaspora

	aliyah bet
	illegal immigration to Palestine (1934–1948) during the British Mandate

	Altalena
	Irgun arms ship, shelled and sunk on Ben-Gurion’s orders in 1948

	Ashkenazim
	Jews generally originating from Eastern Europe

	Balfour Declaration
	British declaration in 1917 promising a Jewish national home in Palestine

	Bar Kokhba rebellion
	uprising in Judea against Roman rule, 132–135

	Canaanism
	endorsing the evolution of a Hebrew nation rather than a Jewish one

	Davar
	the Histadrut’s Hebrew daily newspaper

	Deir Yassin
	village in which many Arab civilians were killed in an Irgun and Lehi attack

	Doar Hayom
	Revisionist daily newspaper in the 1920s

	Fatah
	leading Palestinian Arab nationalist organization, founded by Arafat

	Futurism
	intellectual and cultural movement in Italy and Russia

	Green Line
	1949 armistice boundary between Israel and the West Bank

	Gush Etzion
	Jewish settlements in pre-state era, now in West Bank

	Ha’aretz
	leading liberal Israeli daily newspaper

	Halakhah
	Jewish religious law

	Hamas
	leading Palestinian Islamist organization founded in 1988

	Hamashkif
	Revisionist daily newspaper, 1938–1949

	Haolam Hazeh
	investigative, irreverent journal, edited by Uri Avneri

	Hapoel Hamizrahi
	pioneering religious Zionist party

	Haskalah
	Jewish Enlightenment

	havlagah
	military self-restraint in responding to Arab attacks

	Hayarden
	Revisionist periodical in Palestine in the 1930s

	Haynt
	leading Yiddish newspaper in Poland before 1939

	Hazit Ha’am
	newspaper established by the Maximalist Revisionists in 1932

	Ma’ariv
	Israeli daily newspaper

	Metzudah
	journal established by members of the Irgun in 1932

	Moment
	Warsaw Yiddish daily newspaper, 1910–1939

	Shoah
	the Nazi Holocaust, 1939–1945

	Unzer Welt
	Warsaw Yiddish journal of the New Zionist Organisation, 1935–1939

	Wissenschaft des Judentums
	the Science of Judaism

	Yediot Aharanot
	Israeli daily newspaper

	yeshivah
	men’s religious seminary


Name Glossary

	Abba Ahimeir (1898–1962)
	intellectual mentor of the Zionist Maximalists

	Yigal Allon (1918–1980)
	founder and commander of the Palmah and foreign minister

	Shulamit Aloni (1928–2014)
	leader of Meretz and minister of education

	Natan Alterman (1910–1970)
	Hebrew poet and translator

	Arieh Altman (1902–1982)
	head of Revisionist movement after 1945 and Herut member of Knesset

	Moshe Arens (1925–)
	Likud leader, foreign minister and defence minister

	Haim Arlosoroff (1899–1933)
	Hapoel Hatzair activist and Mapai leader, assassinated in 1933

	Yohanan Bader (1901–1994)
	Herut ideologist, editor and member of Knesset

	Ehud Barak (1942–)
	military leader, minister of defence and prime minister of Israel, 1999–2001

	Menahem Begin (1913–1992)
	prime minister of Israel, 1977–1983

	Yossi Beilin (1948–)
	architect of the Oslo Accord, 1993 and leader of Meretz

	David Ben-Gurion (1886–1973)
	founding father of Israel; first prime minister of Israel, 1949–1954; 1955–1963

	Naftali Bennett (1972–)
	Israeli entrepreneur and leader of HaBayit Hayehudi

	Norman Bentwich (1883–1971)
	English Zionist and attorney general in Mandatory Palestine

	Shlomo Ben-Yosef (1913–1938)
	Betar member hanged by the British

	Yitzhak Ben-Zvi (1884–1963)
	labour Zionist leader and second president of Israel, 1952–1963

	Folke Bernadotte (1895–1948)
	UN Middle East mediator, assassinated by Lehi

	Haim Nahman Bialik (1873–1934)
	Hebrew national poet

	Yosef Haim Brenner (1881–1921)
	Hebrew writer, killed in 1921 disturbances

	Yosef Burg (1909–1999)
	NRP leader and Israeli minister

	Richard Crossman (1907–1974)
	British minister, 1964–1970, and editor of New Statesman

	Gabriele D’Annunzio (1863–1938)
	writer, poet and Italian nationalist

	Moshe Dayan (1915–1981)
	Israeli Defence Forces chief of staff; minister of defence and of foreign affairs

	Abba Eban (1915–2002)
	Labour leader, writer, diplomat and minister of foreign affairs

	Rafael Eitan (1929–2004)
	Israeli Defence Forces chief of staff and founder of Tsomet

	Levi Eshkol (1895–1969)
	Mapai politician and prime minister of Israel, 1963–1969

	Israel Galili (1911–1986)
	Haganah chief of staff and Ahdut Ha’avodah politician

	Nahum Goldmann (1895–1982)
	leading Diaspora Zionist diplomat with dovish views

	Eliahu Golomb (1893–1945)
	Haganah founder and labour Zionist

	A. D. Gordon (1856–1922)
	Zionist pioneer and Tolstoyan mentor of labour Zionism

	Yehudah Leib Gordon (1831–1892)
	Hebrew poet and writer

	Shlomo Goren (1917–1994)
	Ashkenazi chief rabbi and leading religious Zionist

	Maxim Gorky (1868–1936)
	progressive Russian writer

	Uri Zvi Greenberg (1894–1981)
	Zionist Maximalist and Hebrew poet

	Meir Grossman (1888–1964)
	leading Revisionist, editor and journalist

	Ahad Ha’am (1856–1927)
	Zionist intellectual and writer

	Theodor Herzl (1860–1904)
	father of the modern Zionist movement

	Chaim Herzog (1917–1998)
	lawyer, writer, diplomat, president of Israel, 1983–1993

	Moses Hess (1812–1875)
	socialist theoretician and early progenitor of socialist Zionism

	Vladimir Jabotinsky (1880–1940)
	liberal nationalist, Revisionist Zionist and head of Betar

	Meir Kahane (1932–1990)
	Far Right politician and founder of Jewish Defence League

	Zvi Hirsch Kalischer (1795–1874)
	early progenitor of religious Zionism

	Rudolf Kastner (1906–1957)
	subject of controversial trial, assassinated by Far Right

	Karl Kautsky (1854–1938)
	leading Marxist thinker who opposed October Revolution

	Teddy Kollek (1911–2007)
	Mapai politician and mayor of Jerusalem, 1965 –1993

	Avraham Yitzhak Kook (1865–1935)
	first Ashkenazi chief rabbi in Mandatory Palestine

	Hillel Kook (1915–2001)
	Revisionist thinker and leader of the Bergson group in the United States

	Zvi Yehudah Kook (1891–1982)
	spiritual mentor of Gush Emunim and religious settlers

	Vladimir Korolenko (1853–1921)
	leading Russian writer and journalist

	Antonio Labriola (1843–1904)
	leading Italian Marxist thinker

	Ferdinand Lassalle (1825–1864)
	founding father of German Socialism

	David Levy (1937–)
	Likud Mizrahi politician and Israeli minister

	Avigdor Lieberman (1957–)
	founder of Yisrael Beiteinu and foreign affairs minister

	Rosa Luxemburg (1871–1919)
	Polish-German revolutionary and Marxist thinker

	Judah Magnes (1877–1948)
	chancellor of Hebrew University and binational state advocate

	Julius Martov (1873–1923)
	leading Menshevik who opposed the October Revolution

	Golda Meir (1898–1980)
	Mapai politician and prime minister of Israel, 1969–1974

	Robert Michels (1876–1936)
	German political thinker

	Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855)
	Polish national poet and fighter for Polish independence

	Binyamin Netanyahu (1949–)
	prime minister of Israel, 1996–1999, 2009–

	Max Nordau (1849–1923)
	founder of the modern Zionist movement, writer and philosopher

	Ehud Olmert (1945–)
	founder of the Free Centre, prime minister of Israel, 2006–2009

	Amihai ‘Gidi’ Paglin (1922–1978)
	chief operations officer of the Irgun after 1946

	Józef Pilsudski (1867–1935)
	founder of the modern Polish state in 1918

	Leon Pinsker (1821–1891)
	Zionist leader, writer and publicist

	Aharon Propes (1904–1978)
	founder and first member of Betar

	Yitzhak Rabin (1922–1995)
	prime minister of Israel, 1974–1977, 1992–1995

	Yonatan Ratosh (1908–1981)
	Revisionist, Canaanite, poet and writer

	David Raziel (1910–1941)
	head of the Irgun, 1937–1940

	Duc de Richelieu (1766–1822)
	first governor of Odessa and prime minister of France

	Herbert Samuel (1870–1963)
	first British high commissioner of Palestine

	Pinhas Sapir (1906–1975)
	Labour politician and leading economist

	Eliezer Menahem Schach (1898/9?–2001)
	spiritual mentor of Degel ha-Torah

	Menahem Mendel Schneersohn (1902–1994)
	rebbe of Lubavitcher Hassidim

	Mendele Mocher Sefarim (1836–1917)
	Yiddish and Hebrew writer and editor

	Yitzhak Shamir (1915–2012)
	Lehi leader and prime minister of Israel, 1983–1984, 1986–1992

	Moshe Sharett (1894–1965)
	minister of foreign affairs and prime minister of Israel, 1954–1955

	Ariel Sharon (1925–2014)
	military leader and prime minister of Israel, 2001–2006

	Nahum Sokolov (1859–1936)
	writer, journalist, editor and Zionist leader

	Georges Sorel (1847–1922)
	political thinker and writer on revolutionary syndicalism

	Oswald Spengler (1880–1936)
	political philosopher on the structure of history

	Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677)
	Dutch philosopher and exponent of biblical criticism

	Avraham Stern (1907–1942)
	poet and theoretician of Lehi

	Yitzhak Tabenkin (1887–1971)
	maximalist labour Zionist and kibbutz movement ideologue

	Shmuel Tamir (1923–1987)
	lawyer, politician and Israeli minister

	Yosef Trumpeldor (1880–1920)
	military figure and founder of the Zion Mule Corps

	Wolfgang von Weisl (1896–1974)
	journalist, writer and early Revisionist

	Chaim Weizmann (1874–1952)
	founding father and first president of Israel, 1949–1952

	Ezer Weizmann (1924–2005)
	minister of defence and president of Israel, 1993–2000

	Yigael Yadin (1917–1984)
	archaeologist, military leader, politician and minister

	Yehoshua Hirsh Yeivin (1891–1970)
	writer, journalist and Maximalist Revisionist

	Natan Yellin-Mor (1913–1980)
	editor, Maximalist Revisionist, founder of Lehi

	Ovadiah Yosef (1920–2013)
	Talmudic scholar, founder and spiritual mentor of Shas

	Rehavam Ze’evi (1926–2001)
	military figure, minister and founder of Moledet


Chronology
	1791
	The Pale of Settlement established by Catherine the Great

	1794
	Odessa founded

	1799
	Napoleon invades Palestine from Egypt

	1860
	Theodor Herzl is born in Budapest

	1881
	Pogroms in Russia following the assassination of the Tsar

	1882
	Autoemancipation by Leon Pinsker is published

	1882
	The emigration of the ‘Biluim’ from Russia to Palestine

	1896
	The Jewish State by Theodor Herzl is published

	1897
	First Zionist Congress takes place in Basel

	1903
	Jabotinsky becomes a Zionist after the Sixth Zionist Congress

	1905
	First Russian Revolution

	1905
	Ben-Gurion and Ben-Zvi establish Poale Zion in Palestine

	1909
	The first collective settlement established in Palestine

	1915
	Jabotinsky and Trumpeldor establish the Zion Mule Corps

	1917
	Formation of the Jewish Legion

	1917
	The Balfour Declaration promises a national home for the Jews in Palestine

	1921
	TransJordan, the eastern part of Mandatory Palestine, promised to Abdullah

	1923
	Betar formed in Riga

	1923
	Jabotinsky’s article ‘The Iron Wall’ is published

	1925
	Jabotinsky establishes the Union of Revisionist Zionists

	1928
	Ahimeir, Greenberg and Yeivin join the Revisionists

	1929
	The killing of Jews in Hebron

	1930
	Mapai, the labour Zionist party, formed

	1930
	The Shaw Commission and the Passfield White Paper on the disturbances

	1931
	First activities of Berit Ha-Biryonim

	1931
	Irgun Zvai Leumi formed

	1933
	Murder of Haim Arlosoroff

	1933
	Revisionist movement splits at Katowice conference

	1935
	Establishment of the New Zionist Organisation

	1936
	The Arab Revolt breaks out in Palestine

	1937
	Peel Commission advocates a two-state solution

	1938
	Shlomo Ben-Yosef hanged by the British

	1938
	Third World Conference of Betar in Warsaw

	1938
	David Raziel orders Irgun attacks on Arab targets on Black Sunday

	1940
	Jabotinsky dies in New York

	1940
	The Irgun splits over allying itself with Britain to fight Nazi Germany

	1940
	Avraham Stern establishes the Irgun B’Yisrael, later Lehi

	1942
	The systematic mass extermination of Jews commences in occupied Europe

	1942
	Avraham Stern killed

	1942
	Menahem Begin arrives in Palestine

	1943
	Yellin-Mor, Shamir and Eldad take over the leadership of Lehi

	1944
	Menahem Begin, commander of the Irgun Zvai Leumi, proclaims the Revolt

	1945
	Liberation of the concentration camps – 6 million Jews exterminated

	1947
	Partition of Western Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state

	1948
	The State of Israel proclaimed by the Jews during the War of Independence

	1948
	Menahem Begin transforms the Irgun into a political movement, Herut

	1949
	Mapai wins the first Israeli elections

	1956
	Suez campaign in collusion with Britain and France ends in a military victory over Nasser

	1965
	Ben-Gurion breaks away from Mapai to form Rafi

	1965
	Herut and the Liberals form Gahal under Menahem Begin

	1967
	A national unity government established which includes Menahem Begin

	1967
	Israel’s victory over Egypt, Jordan and Syria in the Six-Day War

	1968
	The beginning of Jewish settlements on the West Bank

	1968
	The formation of the Israeli Labour party

	1973
	Gahal and remnants of the Labour party form Likud under Begin

	1973
	Yom Kippur War ends in a muted victory for Israel at the cost of thousands of lives

	1974
	The establishment of Gush Emunim, the religious settlers group

	1974
	Yitzhak Rabin becomes prime minister for the first time

	1977
	Menahem Begin elected prime minister

	1977
	Anwar Sadat visits Jerusalem and speaks to the Knesset

	1979
	Begin and Sadat sign the Camp David Accord

	1980
	Basic Law proclaims Jerusalem the capital of Israel

	1981
	Golan Heights annexed by Israel

	1981
	Israel bombs the Osirak nuclear reactor in Iraq

	1982
	The Sinai settlement of Yamit evacuated and destroyed

	1982
	Sharon’s invasion of Lebanon brings out 400,000 demonstrators for Peace Now

	1984
	Labour’s Peres and Likud’s Shamir form a rotational government

	1987
	The First Intifada breaks out

	1988
	Hamas emerges from the Muslim Brotherhood

	1988
	Hussein separates the West Bank from Jordan

	1988
	Yitzhak Shamir wins the election for the Likud

	1990
	Several Far Right parties enter government

	1991
	Iraqi missiles hit Tel Aviv during the first Gulf War

	1992
	Yitzhak Rabin elected prime minister

	1993
	Rabin and Arafat sign the Oslo Accord in Washington

	1994
	Hamas’s first spate of suicide bombings

	1995
	Yitzhak Rabin assassinated by an opponent of the peace process after a peace rally

	1996
	Peres loses the election to Likud’s Netanyahu

	1997
	Netanyahu and Arafat sign an agreement on Hebron

	1998
	Clinton oversees the Wye Plantation agreement between Israel and the Palestinians

	2000
	The breakdown of the Camp David negotiations and the outbreak of al-Aqsa Intifada

	2001
	Ariel Sharon defeats Ehud Barak and becomes prime minister at seventy-two

	2002
	Bush’s Rose Garden speech

	2003
	Sharon advocates disengagement from part of the territories

	2004
	President Bush’s letter recognizes Israel’s right to annex some settlements

	2005
	Mahmoud Abbas elected president of the Palestinian Authority after Arafat’s death

	2005
	The Gaza settlements evacuated without violence

	2005
	Likud and Labour split and realign to form the Kadima party under Sharon

	2006
	Hamas defeats Fatah in elections for the Legislative Council

	2006
	Ehud Olmert, head of Kadima, following Sharon’s stroke, wins the election

	2006
	Hezbollah fights Israel in Lebanon in a thirty-four-day war

	2007
	Conflict between Hamas and Fatah ends in the takeover of Gaza by Hamas

	2009
	Israel initiates Operation Cast Lead against Gaza

	2009
	Netanyahu becomes prime minister for the second time

	2011
	Hamas and Fatah sign reconciliation agreement in the light of the Arab Spring

	2011
	The Muslim Brotherhood emerges victorious in Egyptian elections

	2012
	Magnetic car bomb kills senior official at Iranian nuclear plant

	2012
	Israel’s population increases to 7,836,000 citizens

	2013
	Muslim Brotherhood government in Egypt overthrown by army

	2013
	Netanyahu becomes prime minister for the third time

	2014
	Israel initiates Operation Protective Edge against Hamas

	2015
	Jewish victims of Islamist attack in Paris buried in Jerusalem

	2015
	Likud wins the election with an increased representation

	2015
	Netanyahu becomes prime minister for the fourth time



Introduction
 Between Fidelity and HeresyIn the twenty-first century, the Likud appeared to be the dominant party of government. Under successive Netanyahu administrations, the party garnered 20–30 seats out of 120 in elections. Although this was a poor showing in comparison with 48 seats in its heyday in 1981, the twenty-first-century Likud relied on the fact that smaller parties preferred it to any alternative from the Centre Left. Indeed, in the 2009 election, the Likud was the second-largest party. Yet the smaller Far Right, religious and ethno-nationalist parties projected a greater affinity for Netanyahu than for Tsipi Livni and her Kadima party. Therefore, what mattered was not which party emerged as the largest in any election, but whether it could forge a coalition with other parties – often on the political margins – to create a blocking majority of at least 61 seats.
It had been the Left and socialist Zionism which had built the state and led it to victory in the war of Israel’s independence in 1948. Their political hegemony and machismo seemed all-pervading, and the position of their leading party, Ben-Gurion’s Mapai, seemed impregnable. Indeed, after Menahem Begin had turned the Irgun Zvai Leumi into the Herut movement for the first Israel election in January 1949, it won a paltry 14 seats out of 120 and emerged as the fourth-largest party. In the subsequent election in 1951, Herut lost half its seats and was on the precipice of oblivion. Despite widespread dissension within Herut and the dropping away of many of its stalwarts, Menahem Begin persevered to build a cluster party of the Right which finally displaced Labour in 1977. Herut became Gahal in 1965, which in turn became the Likud in 1973. Begin succeeded because as the Left fragmented, the Right coalesced.
From 1977, the year of ‘the earthquake’, until 1996, both the Likud and Labour led coalition governments. The dual election for premier as well as for party in 1996 caused a dramatic fragmentation such that the Likud shrank in size. The Likud became dependent on smaller parties on the Far Right to form a government.
Ariel Sharon’s decisive leadership in combatting the al-Aqsa Intifada between 2001 and 2004 was instrumental in bucking this trend. Following Operations Defensive Shield and Determined Path and the building of the security barrier, Sharon’s standing in the opinion polls rose dramatically. By 2003 he had restored the Likud to thirty-eight seats plus another two from the collapsing Russian party, Yisrael B’Aliyah.
Sharon’s incapacitation due to a stroke and the debacle of the second Lebanon War in 2006 eventually led to the unexpected return of the Likud to power and a restoration of Netanyahu to the premiership. Netanyahu managed to reverse the move towards the centre in the wake of electoral disillusionment with the peace process and an ongoing conflict with Palestinian Islamism. Yet it was the smaller parties which propelled him back into the prime minister’s chair. Moreover, while the Likud’s standing had remained relatively static under the aegis of an unadmired Netanyahu, the Far Right – both nationalist and religious – stepped into the political vacuum created by the inability of the Centre Left to present either coherent policies or credible leaders. The pattern of a shrunken Likud leading the smaller parties of the Right became the template for Israel’s government. All this represented a move away from the broad philosophy of the credited founder of the Zionist Right, Vladimir Jabotinsky.
Despite the Israeli Right’s embrace of the historical figure of Jabotinsky as a political tool in ongoing campaigns, the real Jabotinsky was far more complex in his political thought – someone whose legacy has been lost in the mist of time. As with Lenin or the Baal Shem Tov, the ideas and persona of the founder of a dynamic movement have been mythologised to meet the political exigencies of the present.
Jabotinsky was immersed in the political whirlpool of fin-de-siècle, pre–World War I Europe when a student in Rome. He explored syndicalism, anarchism and later Futurism, but he was also affected by Italian liberalism – to which he often referred in his writings.1 In the 1930s he bemoaned the political seduction of the young in an age of totalitarianism and authoritarianism. The promotion of Betar as ‘obedient rebels’ provided Jabotinsky with a political instrument to utilise against his internal opponents.2
He instead espoused the increasingly unpopular belief in parliamentary democracy and the rule of law.
This reaction to the often accepted ideological wisdom of the day was related to his questioning of the role of Judaism in Jewish political life. While he certainly utilised religious imagery to attract followers,3 Jabotinsky never warmed to the idea of organised religion and deference to rabbis. He believed that it was the people’s sense of nationhood, rather than religion per se, that had allowed the Jews to survive two millennia of persecution and exile. This inversion of the reason for Jewish survival down the centuries – the nation now at the centre with religion on the outside – was the dividing line between Jabotinsky and religious Zionism. For Jabotinsky, nationalism rather than religion was the holy Torah.4
Judaism was a national commodity, belonging to all Jews. Jabotinsky argued, however, that there was no connection between this national possession and ‘the religious obligations ascribed to it’.5
Jabotinsky identified not only with Garibaldi, but also with the biblical Gideon ben Yoash, the military saviour of the Jews.6 He rejected the monarchism of the religious for the republicanism of Gideon – who like Cromwell refused to wear the crown. Belief in God was transformed into belief in the nation.
Yet he also opposed the maximalism of intellectuals such as Abba Ahimeir and youthful political activists such as Menahem Begin. Although he was head of the Irgun, Jabotinsky was ambivalent and often conflicted about the need for retaliatory violence. This often placed him at odds with military figures such as David Raziel and Avraham Stern. While he attempted to navigate the choppy waters of Revisionist Maximalism – sometimes compromising, sometime opposing7 – the worsening situation in Europe in the 1930s and static situation in Palestine mitigated against any success.
Yet Jabotinsky did provide the Zionist Right with an anti-socialist veneer. In part this was due to the Bolshevisation of Russia following the October Revolution. While always an opponent of Tsarist autocracy, he gradually came to hate Lenin’s suppression of Russian culture and freedom of thought and speech – particularly the closing of the non-Bolshevik press, such as his own newspaper, Russkie Vedomosti.8 Russia was no workers’ state. Like his hero, the poet, Dante Alighieri, condemned in absentia, Jabotinsky could not return to his native city. By 1930 he was in exile twice over – from Odessa and from Palestine.
Jabotinsky moved from a non-socialist position to an anti-socialist one. In the wake of the emigration of the Polish Jewish middle class to Palestine in the mid-1920s, he began to passionately espouse private enterprise and the cause of the individual against the collective.9
Jabotinsky was in fact not entrapped by ideology, but exhibited a flexibility in dealing with opponents such as Ben-Gurion. Indeed, it can be argued that the ideologists – Tabenkin on the left and Begin on the right – prevented an agreement between Jabotinsky and Ben-Gurion in 1934 which would have changed the course of Zionist history.10 In 1915 Jabotinsky proclaimed that a settlement was not the be-all and end-all of the Zionist enterprise.11 In his speech to the New Zionist Organisation conference in Prague at the beginning of 1938, he attacked Ben-Gurion’s arguments for partition in the belief that the state would expand in the future. Jabotinsky condemned ‘small-scale Zionism’ and argued that if a smaller partitioned state proved to be acceptable, then there would never be an opportunity to later expand. If Arab land was conquered in the future, it would lead to unforeseen problems. As he put it, ‘Only an idiot would believe that a military occupation would be a possibility.’12
Jabotinsky died in New York in 1940. Therefore, unlike his successors, he was not hampered by the burden of state and the difficult choices that had to be made. The three Likud prime ministers, Begin, Shamir and Netanyahu – as well as the two Kadima premiers, Sharon and Olmert – all had to recognise the limits of ideology and power. Being in government was fundamentally different from the freedom of opposition. All these prime ministers, regardless of their loyalty to ideology, had to recognise the world of realpolitik and the political pressure of the United States.
Throughout his life, Menahem Begin proclaimed a fidelity to Jabotinsky’s teachings. Yet there were fundamental philosophical differences between the two men. A central one was that Begin believed in military Zionism and a revolt against Britain. Jabotinsky was less enamoured of the prospect of violence and preferred diplomacy.
Jabotinsky was acutely aware, very early on, of the British attempt to row back from the Balfour Declaration.13 Even so Jabotinsky regarded the pro-British orientation as both central and important. At one time, he worked with the Labour MP Josiah Wedgwood on the idea of Palestine as a seventh dominion of the British Empire, and there was even talk about Palestine becoming a crown colony. The watershed of the pro-British orientation was the killing of Jews by Palestinian Arabs during the disturbances of 1929. Many Zionists, including Jabotinsky, were highly critical of British conduct during this period.14
During the Revisionist conference in Prague in August 1930, there were vociferous attacks on British policy – particularly in the wake of the Shaw Commission and the general British approach of blaming the Jews for the situation. The Revisionists were annoyed at the British perception that while pogroms in European Russia were reprehensible and should be condemned, in the Middle East murder, mayhem and massacre were quietly acknowledged as a traditional way of solving problems.15
Yet the tide of history flowed in Begin’s direction. For many small nations Albion was seen as indeed perfidious and two-faced. Jan Masaryk, the Czechoslovak foreign minister, felt betrayed by Britain. Promises made became promises broken in the late 1930s. Masaryk sarcastically proposed to Chaim Weizmann that they purchase a fine three-storey house in London. The bottom floor would be reserved for Haile Selassie, the exiled emperor of Ethiopia. The middle floor would house Masaryk and his countrymen. The top floor would be inhabited by Weizmann and his Zionist colleagues. All harboured a sense of betrayal by the British despite the genteel explanations as to why a course of action was necessary.16
Following Jabotinsky’s death, his movement fragmented into three main factions: the Revisionists themselves, the Irgun Zvai Leumi and Lehi. The latter two took up arms. While Begin’s Irgun considered itself an underground army which was fighting the British occupier, Shamir’s Lehi conducted individual acts of terror, including the assassination of British officials and Jews who worked for the British.
Menahem Begin, however, led a charmed political life. In 1948 he emerged as the undisputed leader of the Zionist Right – not only because he had courageously led the Irgun but also because many of his potential rivals were dead and buried. The deceased Jabotinsky was proclaimed ‘the Father of the Revolt’ against the British, while the very much alive Abba Ahimeir – who had an equal claim to that title – was marginalised. In the years between the first election in 1949 until 1977, when Begin became prime minister, he astutely widened his political support in building a cluster party, the Likud. As a traditional Jew, he promoted ‘Jewishness’ rather than ‘Israeliness’ and appealed to religious Zionists.17 To the General Zionists, he upheld the rule of law and democratic norms. To the labour Zionists, he reflected Ben-Gurion’s sense of reality and willingness to take hard decisions.
While Begin adhered selectively to some of Jabotinsky’s ideas, he concurred with Jabotinsky’s assessment of the passing of liberalism – albeit in the aftermath of the Shoah. In February 1950 he commented:
When liberal thought flourished it was said of the state’s authority that it ought to be limited to the role of ‘night watchman’. That period is past and every free man prays that we will not be forced to admit that it has gone forever.18

Ben-Gurion, however, depicted Begin and his party, Herut, as poisonous weeds accidently planted in the golden garden of Zionism. They were seen as fascists who happened to escape such labelling purely because they were Jewish. Herut was viewed as a party of gunmen and gangsters, far removed from the struggle for an independent Israel.
The promotion of a more conciliatory, less outspoken, older Begin after 1967 led to a wider public acceptance. By the end of the 1960s, even Ben-Gurion – and certainly after the death of his wife – seemed to drop his long-time antagonism towards Begin.19 His State List, which he headed in the 1969 election, became one of the founding components of the Likud four years later.
Figure 1. Mapai election poster (late 1948) indicating a Herut gunman shooting a worker-pioneer in the back. The words ‘rak kak’ (Only Thus!), the Revisionist and Irgun slogan plus the map of an Israel incorporating both banks of the Jordan are inscribed on the gunman’s cuff. The caption reads ‘the key of Herut’ which is probably an answer to a contemporary Herut poster showing Ben-Gurion with the key to the future – as long as you were a member of and voted for Mapai.

Courtesy of the Central Zionist Archives.

In his drive for power, Begin dispensed, one after another, with the services of veteran Revisionists, former comrades from the Irgun, youthful upstarts and charismatic military men who wished to displace him. His toughness, exemplified by his long sojourn in the political wilderness, was also defined by his understanding of the non-negotiable ideological boundaries of the state.
Yet Begin in government realised that power offers possibilities for change – and change might mean adjusting the principles of a lifetime for what might be viewed as the greater good. After all, his party had joined the Histadrut in the 1960s after decades of refusal while the claim to the East Bank was gradually downgraded. It was therefore Menahem Begin who made peace with the largest Arab state, Egypt, and returned territory which many on the right ideologically regarded as part of the Land of Israel.
The Camp David Accord, signed by Begin and Sadat in 1979, led to a fragmentation of the Israeli Right. Those who could not stomach the agreement accused Begin of betrayal and left the Likud to form Far Right parties. The umbrella which Begin had erected to shelter the Right was now in tatters.
Begin’s successor, Yitzhak Shamir, who opposed the Camp David Accord, similarly believed that no part of the historic homeland should be given up and no settlements evacuated. Yet he accepted the first partition of Palestine in 1920 while rejecting the second one in 1947. He did not oppose the accord with Jordan in 1994. On the other hand, his views on the Palestinians had not changed. He argued that the Oslo Accord in 1993 would lead to the destruction of Israel. While he later berated Netanyahu for relegating ideology to a lower rung, he could not avoid the reality of the Madrid conference in 1991, which he reluctantly attended. Unlike Jabotinsky, both Begin and Shamir bore witness to the Shoah and this affected them to the core. Unlike the cosmopolitan Jabotinsky, both men exhibited a deep suspicion of outsiders.
The Right was aided by the emergence of redemptionist Zionism from traditional religious Zionism after 1967. The desire to colonise the West Bank – and beyond – to recapture and re-establish locations of biblical remembrance particularly moved the religious Zionists from left to right. Their political religiosity transformed religious Zionism into Zionist religion. The original mission of religious Zionism was simply to safeguard the place of religion in the new state and to ensure that any government understood the needs of the religious public. The national religious camp therefore supported the British proposal for Jewish settlement in Uganda in 1902 and endorsed the UN partition of Mandatory Palestine in 1947. The dormant messianism within religious Zionism was awoken chiefly through the teachings of Zvi Yehudah Kook, who unlike his father, the revered Avraham Yitzhak Kook, had also lived through the Shoah and witnessed the establishment of Israel.
The 1970s also gave rise to an awareness in religious circles that conventional Zionism had brought neither normalisation of the Jewish condition nor an end to anti-Semitism. The conclusion was that the task of Zionism was not to achieve normalisation and assimilate into the nations of the world, but to transform the Jews into a holy people as part of the messianic process.
In the early 1980s the desire to colonise the West Bank and to integrate it into a Greater Israel found its political inspiration in the IRA hunger strikers and the struggle of the Viet Cong in Vietnam. They too had resisted partition long after the formal division of their countries.20
With the passing of the generation of Begin and Shamir – and the reality of the Oslo Accord with Arafat – the relegation of ideology seemingly took place within the Likud. The inflexibility of ideology was often substituted by banging the drum of security. Yet even Begin had argued that the retention of territory prevented not only another war but also the occurrence of another holocaust. Begin highlighted the security question for the Right when he resigned from Golda Meir’s government in August 1970 during the War of Attrition.21 The retention of the territories, he believed, would ensure peace, whereas the ‘land for peace’ formula would have the very opposite effect. The status quo of remaining in the West Bank was therefore preferable to leaving it. During the Camp David negotiations in 1978, Sharon advised Begin that the evacuation of Yamit in Sinai did not impair Israel’s security. Sharon further suggested that the security argument did not displace the case of historic right, but instead overlaid it with today’s reality.
Following the Oslo Accord, Netanyahu completed the transformation of the Likud from a party based on an outworn ideological faith to one based on an ever-present need for security. Netanyahu maintained a precarious balance between the pragmatists and the ideologists of the Far Right. While the ongoing planning and implementation of the expansion of West Bank settlements proceeded apace, he was willing to return 13 percent of the West Bank territory at the Wye Plantation negotiations in 1998. Unlike Begin and Shamir, Netanyahu did not promise to retain ‘the Land of Israel’ in its entirety. His prevarication in resigning from the Sharon government over the proposed withdrawal from Gaza suggested a lingering indecision over the merits of ideological commitment.
Yet this displacement of the primacy of ideology was not shared by either the Far Right or the religious Right. In addition to fidelity to restoring the entire Land of Israel, Menahem Begin’s advocacy of regime change – from ousting Abdullah from Jordan in 1950 to forging an alliance with the Christian Maronites in Lebanon in 1982 – seemed to be placed on the shelf following the Lebanon debacle. Instead the Far Right stepped into the breach in advocating this approach. Avigdor Lieberman during Operation Cast Lead in 2009 and Naftali Bennett during Operation Protective Edge in 2014 both urged Netanyahu to allow the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) ‘to finish the job’ in eradicating Hamas from Gaza. Netanyahu, wary of the potential number of casualties and the political cost of re-occupation, refrained from taking any action. The task of Likud prime ministers therefore appeared to be primarily to defend Israel strongly when it was assaulted, but to defer and to stonewall politically while expanding the West Bank settlements.
Up until the election of 2015, Lieberman tried to project his party as ‘the real Likud’, in opposition first to Sharon and then to Netanyahu. Yisrael Beiteinu significantly described itself as ‘a national movement with the clear vision to follow in the brave path of Ze’ev Jabotinsky’.
Lieberman differed from the Likud and its traditional adherence to the Land of Israel in suggesting that the solution to the demographic problem lay in a two-state solution with more ethnically homogeneous populations. He argued, therefore, that Israel should annex major settlement blocs near the Green Line while transferring the area around Umm al-Fahm and Tayibe in Israel where Israeli Arabs were concentrated to Palestinian sovereignty.
While the religious Right continued to occasionally challenge the authority of the state, the aura of figures such as Naftali Bennett – young, bright and professionally successful – persuaded many non-religious Jews to vote for HaBayit Hayehudi in 2013. Even so, many in the religious camp saw an Israel characterised by licentiousness and permissiveness – a corroding influence which could bring about the spiritual withering of the state.
In one sense little had altered since the formation in the early 1950s of the small group of religious Zionists, Gahelet, which first followed Zvi Yehudah Kook, then grew into Gush Emunim and finally cascaded as a plethora of Far Right religious parties. The founding charter of Gahelet stated:
We must kindle the flame of the future generations, to look forward to the day in which every man in Israel will sit under his vine and fig tree in full observance of the Torah of Israel.22

In addition, the authority of rabbis was elevated in decision-making in parties such as the National Religious Party which originally tended to reflect the inner workings of the secular parties. This accentuated the dilemma as to what to obey – the ruling of the rabbis or the law of the land. During the evacuation of the Gaza settlements in 2005, some rabbis ruled that it was right for religious soldiers to refuse to obey orders.
The activism of the religious Right also accentuated exclusionism in Israeli society. Ethno-nationalist parties often presented platforms based on both a mixture of legitimate rights and an elevation of victimhood. While such exclusionism was always practised by leaders of orthodoxy towards Reform Judaism and homosexuals,23 its secular equivalent on the far right extended to those on the political spectrum whose views were considered unsavoury.
The Far Right’s presence in government during the 2009 Knesset bore witness to several attempts to curtail civil liberties in line with its belief in a more limited democracy in Israel, manifested as assaults on academia and the judiciary. While this was reminiscent of some of the radical approaches of the Maximalists in the Revisionist movement in the 1930s and indeed Herut’s beliefs in the 1950s, it was not tempered in the twenty-first century by Begin’s respect for democratic procedure and the rule of law.
Indeed, in his address to the second conference of Herut in February 1951, Begin quoted Montesquieu regarding the separation of powers into the legislative, the executive and the judiciary. In a lengthy discourse, he argued strongly for ‘the supremacy of law’, which should accompany ‘the independence of the judiciary’.24
This was not an approach taken by ethno-nationalist parties such as Shas and Yisrael Beiteinu.25 The sense of victimhood allowed both parties to castigate the judiciary prior to the 1999 election. Ovadiah Yosef accused the Supreme Court judges of being intrinsically evil and responsible for all that was bad in the world.26
Ironically the secularist Yisrael Beiteinu has been at odds with the religious parties – Shas in particular – over questions of status and identity which the mass emigration from the former USSR brought with it in the 1990s.
A repeating theme in Netanyahu’s 2013 government had been his demand that the Palestinian Authority – and others – recognise Israel as a Jewish state, even though it was a point of Zionist principle neither when Begin negotiated with Sadat in 1977 nor when Rabin signed a peace agreement with King Hussein in 1994. Netanyahu did not mention it during his first tenure as prime minister, and it was not a precondition for signing either the Hebron agreement in 1997 or the Wye Plantation agreement the following year. In 2014 Netanyahu gave notice that he would ‘legally anchor’ Israel as a Jewish state as an addition to the Basic Law. One implication, it was argued, was that it would upset the undefined balance between Jewishness and democracy. Another was a potential eroding of the status of Israeli Arabs. While the Far Right in government and coalition rallied to Netanyahu, he was opposed by traditional members of Likud – the president, Reuven Rivlin; Moshe Arens; Dan Meridor – who argued that it went contrary to Jabotinsky’s approach and Begin would never have allowed it. When Netanyahu quoted Ben-Gurion in support of his proposal, Peres, who served in Ben-Gurion’s governments, castigated him. This led directly to the dissolution of the Netanyahu administration and new elections in 2015.
All this was a long way from Jabotinsky’s day, when Russian intellectuals established the Revisionist movement to counterbalance socialist Zionism. After all, Jabotinsky spoke ten languages fluently – and could converse in several more. During the past ninety years, there has been a dilution of intellectual thought on the right. In its place there has been a rise of an anti-intellectualism, coloured by a crude populism – political wisdom has drained away. As one writer puts it:
The capacity to grasp and manipulate complex ideas is enough to define intellect but not enough to encompass intelligence, which involves combining intellect with judgment ... Intelligence minus judgment equals intellect. Wisdom is the rarest quality of all – the ability to combine intellect, knowledge, experience, and judgment in a way to produce a coherent understanding.27

Few politicians are declared to be ‘wise’ in Israel today.
On the other hand, perhaps it is simply unfair to compare figures from Zionism’s heroic period one hundred years ago with today’s party managers and spin doctors. Perhaps the dream was always easier than the reality.
Despite this, it is significant that in the twenty-first century, Jabotinsky has been rediscovered by many young people. No longer a one-dimensional figure quoted during a political campaign to bolster a political stand, his writings provoke interest, debate and discussion. This is his intellectual legacy down the century and the hope for a regeneration of political life in Israel.
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1 Birth and Rebirth
The City of Dreams
When Vladimir Jabotinsky arrived in Rome in the autumn of 1898, it is highly likely that he was totally oblivious to the Roman triumphalism, displayed on the Arch of Titus, which depicted the defeat of the Jews in the Land of Israel in the year 70. The inscription ‘Judea Capta’ had no real meaning for Jabotinsky.
He had attended school in multi-ethnic Odessa and eventually persuaded his mother that he should be allowed to escape the city’s provincialism and Russia’s authoritarianism – and study abroad. He was a thoroughly Russified Jew, yet unlike other Jewish intellectuals who had willingly relegated their Jewishness, he had no inkling of the historical legacy of his forefathers and no knowledge of the inner lives of the impoverished Jews of the Moldavanka district of his own city. According to the 1892 census, around 112,000 Jews were living in Odessa and constituted a third of the port city’s population. While approximately 90 percent of Odessa’s Jews spoke Yiddish, a small minority, fewer than 15,000, stated that Russian was their first language.1 This was the young Jabotinsky’s cultural milieu; he was a speaker of Russian and Italian rather than of Hebrew and Yiddish.
He was a child of Novorossiya – New Russia – and its beacon city of Odessa. The city proved to be a powerful magnet for Jews seeking a creative space where they could reinvent themselves and their understanding of Jewishness. Odessa was deemed to be an integral part of Russia, yet more than fifty different languages were spoken in this most unusual and independent of cities. Significantly the rebbes of the Tsarist Empire, the men of great Talmudic learning, had no great desire to move to Odessa to encounter such openness. The city was seen as home to the Berlinchiki, the exponents of the Berlin Enlightenment, and those who wished to tinker with Jewish tradition. This tendency was reinforced numerically by the expulsion of Jews from Russian cities in the 1880s and the 1890s, as well as the famine of 1891–1892. Many Jewish revolutionaries were drawn to Odessa in order to escape police surveillance.
Figure 2. The young Jabotinsky (Odessa, 1899).

Courtesy of the Israel Government Press Office.

As Jabotinsky noted later in life, Odessa did not possess any real traditions – only a desire to challenge the status quo. Indeed, in defiance of the rabbis, a majority of Jewish-owned shops were reputed to be open on the Jewish Sabbath. While 97 percent of Russia’s Jews spoke Yiddish, only 89.5 percent of Odessa’s did. Young people defiantly held parties on Yom Kippur, the holiest day in the Jewish calendar.2 Despite such a revolt against Judaism, accompanied by an ongoing acculturation, the Tsarist authorities did not differentiate between their Jews. They regarded them as a whole as a nationality and stamped ‘Jew’ in their passports. Odessa was cultured and irreverent, rebellious and innovative. Many Jews felt entirely at home.
The founding of Odessa in 1794 followed Catherine the Great’s wars against the Ottomans. It was seen as repeating the founding of St. Petersburg in the north as an outlet for Russian ambition and trade and as a means of encouraging ties with Europe. For the city’s founders, the prime exemplar was Naples.
At the end of the nineteenth century, less than 50 percent of the population was Russian. Odessa was home to a plethora of ethnic minorities. The city was founded by José Pacual Domingo de Ribas y Boyons, the son of the Spanish consul in Naples and his Irish wife. The city’s first governor was the French nobleman Arman Emmanuel Sophie de Vignerot Septimanie du Plessis, the fifth duc de Richelieu. He had been part of the French court and served with the monarchist forces of Prince de Condé. With the victory of the Revolution, he escaped to Russia and served in its armies during Catherine’s second war against the Ottomans.
In Odessa, he built a theatre, public schools and a library. He established a printing press and founded a gymnasium for merchants’ sons. And to provide an Italianate veneer, he planted trees everywhere. By 1812, the city boasted a population of 32,000. Its broad tolerance was indicated by the fact that the Jews were not blamed for the plague of 1813. The lingua franca was Italian. It was used in business transactions and in everyday life as well. The street signs were in both Russian and Italian. There was an 800-seat opera house in which visiting Italian companies would play. A French language biweekly swiftly followed when the Journal d’Odessa was launched. Richelieu returned to France after the fall of Napoleon and twice became prime minister.
His successor was yet another French nobleman, Louis Alexandre Andrault, comte de Langéron. He was then succeeded by Mikhail Semyonovich Vorontsov, the son of the Russian ambassador to the United Kingdom. The anglophile Vorontsov was actually brought up in London and graduated from the University of Cambridge. He eventually became the commander of the Russian occupation forces in Paris.3
Odessa’s cosmopolitanism and broad dissidence were therefore in-built from the beginning. The city became a centre of political activity after 1814 to liberate the Greek lands from the Ottomans and to free the Italian states from the grip of the Hapsburgs. Garibaldi was reputed to have awakened to the cause of Italian unity at a meeting with a carbonari in Odessa. Indeed, after the Decembrist uprising in 1825, Tsar Nicholas I became very wary of the city. This prefigured a deepening suspicion in the 1870s, when the authorities regarded Odessa as a breeding ground of revolutionary subversion. The Poles too utilised Odessa to plot their failed uprising of 1863.
Jabotinsky recalled that there was a Bulgarian Street, a Gypsy Street, a Polish Climb, an Armenian Alley, Turkish and Tartar settlements, a Karaite ‘Kenassiah’ and a Persian Bazaar:
The native Ukrainians who called themselves ‘South Russians’ manned the sailing boats, loaded and unloaded, laid stones for houses and sidewalks, and walked behind the oxen, dragging the heavy wheat wagon from the rapids of the Dneiper to the Quarantoine – a matter, sometimes of a thousand miles over crooked, muddy roads.4

Odessa boasted a free port status and a deep harbour which did not easily freeze over. It attracted Jews generally because of the prospect of economic betterment. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 further helped the development of Odessa. Jews were dominant in numerous industrial enterprises and trading companies. The city was close to the grain-producing regions of southern Russia, and Jews became involved in the city’s trade in that commodity. Jews accounted for two-thirds of the city’s registered merchants and traders and nearly three-quarters of its innkeepers and proprietors of public houses.5
Despite a sense of being founding fathers and a real sense of belonging, there were serious anti-Jewish riots in 1821, 1859, 1871, 1881 and 1900. In 1821 the Greeks attacked Jews they believed had aided the Turks in killing the Greek patriarch of Constantinople. There was also commercial rivalry between Greeks and Jews.
In addition, there was a deep-seated Russian fear of Jews in Odessa. This resulted in an unofficial boycott of Jewish workers in many Russian-owned factories. Although there were no residential restrictions on Odessa’s Jews, the reality was that there was a distinct separation between the lives of the Russians and the Jews.
Odessa was, of course, famous for its plethora of Zionist thinkers – Ahad Ha’am, Haim Nahman Bialik, Leon Pinsker and many others. But Jabotinsky was not one of them. He remained completely untouched by the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) and had no concept of the traditional Jewish world of Eastern Europe which the early Zionists desperately wanted to change. His youthful rebellion was more focused on the values of the Richelieu Gymnasium. The adolescent Jabotinsky saw himself as primarily a Russian literary figure who was opposed to the Tsarist authorities. At this point in his life, he was more interested in translating Verlaine and Poe into Russian. Indeed, one of his first literary efforts, ‘Gorod Mira’, was published in Voskhod, a periodical opposed to Zionism, in November 1898.6
Jabotinsky felt at home in Rome, not only because of the proliferation of Italian culture in Odessa but also because many of its Jews were acculturated, assimilated and occasional converts to Roman Catholicism. It was also a liberal society where Jews such as Sidney Sonnino and Luigi Luzzati could become prime minister and General Giuseppe Ottolenghi could be appointed the minister of war. Moreover, the struggle for national liberation in Italy and the demand for the emancipation of Italian Jews were ‘virtually synonymous’.7 The forces ranged against the Italians in their struggle were not exactly progressive. In the north was the Austro-Hungarian Empire, in the centre the Vatican and in the south the Spanish monarchy. The liberally minded Jews, by and large, were therefore highly appreciative of the Risorgimento and integrated into fin-de-siècle Italy.
In Rome, Jabotinsky in addition to his studies at the university worked as a correspondent for the daily Odesskii Listok, a paper which catered to a large readership of Russified Jews. His articles were in the main centred on the theatre and the opera house, with occasional forays into contemporary Italian politics.
He wrote reviews of a performance of Edmond Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac at Rome’s Valle Theatre8 and Pietro Mascagni’s new opera, Le Maschere, at the Costanzi.9 He interested himself in the plight of Sicilian workers in the sulphur mines in a review of Giuseppe Sinopoli Giusti’s play La Zolfara.10 He also went to see an early work of the feminist Amelia Rosselli, L’Anima, at the Dramatico Nazionale Theatre.11 She was quite typical of many Italian Jews during that period. Indeed, her family had been deeply involved in the Risorgimento and she was close to the Socialist party. In a later memoir, she remarked:
We are Jews, but first and foremost Italians. I, too, born and raised in that profoundly Italian and liberal atmosphere, preserved only the purest essence of my religion in my heart.12

The exploits of Garibaldi, Mazzini and Cavour – and the saga of the reunification of Italy – enthused Jabotinsky. The Italian language, prose and poetry captivated him, and he often quoted Italian writers in his early writings. The Italian struggle in particular became an example to be emulated later in his Zionist period. The patriotic poetry of Giuseppe Giusti, particularly on the eve of the 1848 revolutions, was enticing.13
All this provided a cultural window on the world for Jabotinsky’s readership in faraway Odessa and especially for aspiring, acculturated Russian Jews.

The Progressive Russian
Jabotinsky also wrote about Italian politics and was strongly opposed to Prime Minister Francesco Crispi’s imperialist adventures in Ethiopia. Crispi, a garibaldino who had fought for Italian independence, now seemingly relegated the ideas of Mazzini and Cavour to a lower rung. Empire now also became an Italian aspiration. In response, Jabotinsky wrote an anti-war play, Krov, ostensibly characterising the Boer War but in reality an attack on Crispi’s policies and the calamity of the Italian defeat at the hands of Ethiopian Emperor Menelik at the Battle of Adua in 1896. Jabotinsky’s heroes were ‘anti-monarchist, anti-papist, anti-colonial republicans’.14 In March 1899 he paid tribute to the left-wing socialist Felice Cavolloti, who was killed in a duel.15 He was enthusiastic when Giuseppe Zanardelli, supported by liberals and radicals, was appointed prime minister16 and condemnatory of the hitherto admired Gabriele D’Annunzio for seemingly abandoning progressive causes.17 His worldview therefore was not untypical of many Russian intellectuals at the time – one framed by symbolism, decadence, art nouveau and nihilism. It was also a period when established classical writers such as Tolstoy were being superseded by Chekhov and Gorky,18 exponents of an avant-garde Russian culture. The succeeding generation appreciated contemporary writers and enjoyed the work of Verlaine, Poe, Ibsen, Rimbaud and Maeterlinck.
In addition to D’Annunzio and Cavolloti, Jabotinsky admired numerous left-wing journalists such as Salvatore Barzilai and would associate with them at the well-known haunt of writers and intellectuals, Rome’s Café Aragno.19 Jabotinsky heard lectures at the university by luminaries such as Antonio Labriola and Enrico Ferri, whose names he would recall in his autobiography in the 1930s. In early articles for the Odessa press, he mentioned Labriola’s Essais sur la conception materialiste de l’histoire – written in the form of letters to Georges Sorel – and Ferri’s personality and powers of oration.20
Jabotinsky attended two lecture series on philosophy by Labriola, ‘the father of Italian Marxism’, who had translated the Communist Manifesto into Italian and written three works on historical materialism in the 1890s. A disciple of the Hegelian ‘idealist realism’ philosopher Bertrando Spaventa, Labriola was often involved in debates with the proponents of positivism. Significantly Labriola developed his theories when the reunification of Italy had already been accomplished – according to the Hegelian thesis of the nation creating the state. Labriola was deeply attracted to the writings of Spinoza, which he knew ‘by heart and with loving understanding’21 and which influenced his views on rationalism:
Until the heroism of Baruch Spinoza shall become the matter-of-fact virtue of everyday life in the higher developed humanity of the future, and until myths, poetry, metaphysics and religion shall no longer overshadow the field of consciousness, let us be content that up to now, and for the present, philosophy in its differentiated and its improved sense has served, and serves, as a critical instrument and helps science to keep its formal methods and logical processes clear: that it helps us in our lives to reduce the obstacles which the fantastic projections of the emotions, passions, fears and hopes pile in the way of free thought; that it helps and serves, as Spinoza himself would say, to vanquish “imaginationem et ignorantiam”.22

Despite his orthodox Marxism, Labriola was a critic of determinist theories and argued that there were no ‘immanent laws of historical development’.23 Jabotinsky was impressed by Labriola’s intellectual openness and opposition to a cut-and-dried, preordained scientific template. Jabotinsky’s secretary and first biographer later commented:
Historical materialism implied a monistic outlook, because he regarded it as a unified entity of theory and practice, rising above the theoretical abstractions of all-explaining historical factors. To Labriola, there was no predetermination in human life; progress is not fated. Men themselves must produce the future and in progress there are always regressions, deviations and errors.24

Jabotinsky’s arrival in Italy coincided with a profound reconsideration of Marxist theory in Western Europe. It initiated a gradual move of part of the Left to the right – a transition replicated in Palestine in the 1920s when former socialist Zionists emerged as the Maximalist wing of Jabotinsky’s Revisionist movement. The catastrophic defeat of the French by the Prussians in 1870 had created a deep questioning of the political system. The first mass movement of the Right, Boulangism, attracted anti-liberal Marxists in the 1880s. A decade later, the perceived failure of Marxist determinism, the advent of a social democratic revisionism and the political symbolism of the Dreyfus affair laid the theoretical basis for fascism. Indeed, for some, the proletariat, which had not lived up to its revolutionary expectations, was proving to be a disappointment. The nation therefore came to be regarded as ‘the only historical force which could still serve as an agent of moral regeneration and social transformation’.25 The writings of Gustav Le Bon, Georges Sorel and Robert Michels influenced many Italian socialists. The Italian school of political sociology, which adapted Sorel’s ideas, rejected parliamentarianism, individualism, liberalism and democracy. Sorel himself broke with socialism in 1901 and viewed the syndicalist movement in France as the real reflection of the revolutionary proletariat – a movement which carried the seeds of early Christianity. He wrote:
The truth of Marxism lay not in its pretended ‘science of society’, but in providing the rules for revolutionary conduct. The specific goal of syndicalism was to inure men to those rules, to create the new men for the new society.26

Yet Sorel passed through many ideological phases, including a flirtation with proto-fascism.
Earlier in his life Sorel, like Jabotinsky, had been influenced by Antonio Labriola and regarded his Essais sur la conception materialiste de l’histoire as ‘a landmark in the history of socialism’. Sorel looked for heroes, which he believed was the link to a productive life. In particular, the works of Renan and Proudhon were influential in this regard. He entertained the possibility of socialist institutions which were free from state interference and straightjacketed Marxism. Like Labriola he disliked any ideological rigidity which prevented intellectual exploration. He opposed any notions of born-again Jacobinism.
If Antonio Labriola defended Marxism within a flexible interpretation, his virtual namesake, Arturo Labriola, Sorel’s leading disciple and editor of Avanguardia Socialista, not only promoted revolutionary syndicalism but was able to fuse it theoretically with nationalism. In 1909, Giuseppe Prezzolini published La teoria sindacalista, which explained the need for the transition from revolutionary syndicalism to national syndicalism. World War I moved this stream of political thought into a proto-fascist mode, and it was Mussolini, the former socialist activist and editor, who imbued it with totalitarianism. Mussolini never had any qualms about dispensing with the profound anti-nationalism of the socialist tradition. Indeed, he later claimed that some Communists were his ‘spiritual sons’.27
This fragmentation and evolution of Marxist orthodoxy was often accompanied by a latent anti-Semitism. Both Sorel at one point in his career and Michels argued that the presence of Jews in European socialist parties was both disruptive and disproportionate.28
World War I offered figures such as Mussolini and D’Annunzio a unique opportunity to embrace nationalism with an unprecedented fervour in an attempt to reclaim Italian-speaking areas of the Austro-Hungarian Empire – Italia irredenta – and to mobilise the masses in the nationalist cause.
Although many acculturated Italian Jews supported Mussolini during the early days of Fascism – and even during his previous phase as a socialist writer and activist – he had not been averse to making derogatory remarks about Jews.29 Moreover, in Mussolini’s eyes, the October Revolution had solidified the relationship between Jews and Bolsheviks. He therefore penned articles bearing titles such as ‘I complici’ (The accomplices) and ‘Ebrei, Bolscevismo e Sionismo italiano’ (Jews, Bolshevism and Italian Zionism).30 Despite this, the first Fascist government included a former chairman of Pro Israele, Giovanni Colonna di Cesarò, but Mussolini was unpredictable in his views and initially cool towards Zionism.
Several of Jabotinsky’s respected teachers were part and parcel of this ideological upheaval and transformation. The criminologist and socialist parliamentarian Enrico Ferri eventually supported Mussolini’s Fascist regime. Vittorio Scialoja, who taught Roman law to Jabotinsky, became a minister in Mussolini’s government in the 1920s.
Another of Jabotinsky’s lecturers, a laissez-faire economist and profound opponent of Marxism, Maffeo Pantaleoni,31 urged the ascending Fascist party to adopt an anti-Semitic tone. Periodicals such as La Vita Italiana and dailies such as Il Populo painted the Jews in conspiratorial colours. Indeed, Pantaleoni had introduced the Protocols of the Elders of Zion to the editor of La Vita Italiana.32 He viewed Jewish financiers as ‘the greatest evil of all’. Il Populo argued that ‘Jewish Bolshevik leaders were financed by Jewish US bankers’.33 Even Mussolini was criticised – for submitting to ‘the blandishments of Italian Jews’.34
Jabotinsky remained aware of the evolving Italian experience – even though he never espoused Mussolini’s path and was increasingly wary of Italian Fascism later on in life. In 1930 he castigated Jews who were captivated by the age of ideology. ‘It may signify Marx, Lenin, Gandhi, perhaps tomorrow Mussolini’.35
Yet there were parallels. Mussolini similarly wanted to create a nation out of disparate ethnic fragments. He looked back to ancient Rome and utilised it as a template for the present in order to enthuse and excite. He promoted romanità (Romaness) and demanded that Italians refuse to conform to their stereotypical image – that they embrace machismo and become less ‘Italian’.
Jabotinsky entered this ideological fin-de-siècle maelstrom at its inception as a wide-eyed teenager, escaping the dead hand of Tsarism. The decline and fragmentation of Marxist theory in Italy were symbolised by the death of Antonio Labriola, his much-respected teacher, in 1904. Jabotinsky, therefore, was confronted not only by traditional Italian liberalism but also by the myth-making and the mobilisation of the revolutionary syndicalists who subsequently embraced nationalism. Moreover, his roommate and friend in Rome, Roberto Lombardo, was becoming active in the anarcho-syndicalist movement. Indeed, Lombardo had originally written the basis for the anti-war Krov, which was reworked by Jabotinsky. Back in Odessa, Jabotinsky read widely on anarchism and was arrested in April 1902.36 During a talk at the Writers’ Club, he had repeated the social anarchist Mikhail Bakunin’s warning about a future ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. Shortly after this, Jabotinsky wrote a paean to Charlotte Corday, the assassin of the Jacobin Jean-Paul Marat. Police also questioned him about his relationship with Vsevolod Lebedentsev, a member of the Left Social Revolutionaries. The police suspected that Jabotinsky was similarly a member of the Left SRs.
This was the ideological turbulent river that Jabotinsky and many other young Russian intellectuals dipped into. It consisted of many tributaries and testified to this period of political transition. Jabotinsky was therefore typical of his time.
To the writer Arthur Koestler, Jabotinsky was ‘a National Liberal in the great nineteenth century tradition, a revolutionary of the 1848 brand, successor to Garibaldi and Mazzini’.37 To the historian Walter Laqueur, he was ‘a Sorelian who had never read Sorel’.38
Not all Sorelians ended up as worshippers at Mussolini’s altar; however, it is clear that he was highly influential in stirring the ideological brew at a time when many young people looked for a political path.

The Winds of Change
While Jabotinsky occasionally transmitted these winds of change to his Odessa readers, he, like many a troubled Russian youth, found great difficulty keeping afloat intellectually under the Tsar’s rule. Yet he seemed to have taken great care to avoid negative commentary about the political scene in Russia in his writings. However, he did contribute several short reports to Avanti, the periodical of the Italian Socialist party in 1901.39 This was probably more out of anger at the correspondent in Russia of Tribuna, whose fawning tributes to the Tsarist authorities clearly irritated him. His first article reflected his support for a huge student demonstration in Kazan Square in St. Petersburg on 4 March 1901 – and his outrage at a mounted Cossack charge at the peaceful crowd, utilising the nagaika, a whip with an embedded piece of metal.40 Hundreds were arrested, imprisoned and exiled. Following his return to Russia, he wrote several articles about the plight of students in the Odessa press.41 Jabotinsky’s sense of solidarity with his fellow students in the many protests in numerous Russian cities eventually earned him a six-week detention in an Odessa prison in the spring of 1902.42
In one article in Avanti, Jabotinsky attacked the notion of a Tribuna correspondent that the students were opposed by the Russian masses. He pointed to a demonstration in Odessa in April 1899 when ordinary Russians had spontaneously chanted ‘Long live the students’ and that the bosiaki ,43 Russian sanscullottes , had protected the young demonstrators from the police. Significantly he pointed out that normally the Russian masses were just too preoccupied with their own everyday burdens and a fatalistic acceptance of suffering to become involved politically. Liberals and socialists, he said, truly loved the indifferent masses, but they operated without consulting them. Only when democracy had been achieved, they argued, would the masses truly appreciate what had been done in their name. Jabotinsky unabashedly described the ignorance of the Russian masses in unflattering terms. He labelled them in a derogatory fashion as ‘il populino’ rather than as ‘il populo’. Jabotinsky rationalised that the term ‘the Russian people’ applied solely to the intelligentsia. And unlike the masses, the intelligentsia were politically active. ‘They will not be crushed underfoot by the horses,’ he wrote. Moreover, he pointed out that approximately 80 percent of the Russian press was liberal and that Marxism had recently made great strides amongst young Russian men and women.44 Youth, he recorded, were ‘the compass of the ship, “Russia”’. New ideas would move Russia forward, but this could arise only through an unfettered freedom of expression. Russia was desperately in need of ‘the air of freedom’.45
Even at this early stage of his career, it is self-evident that Jabotinsky had little faith in an unquestioning belief in the masses in Russia. This dovetailed with the views of Robert Michels, who argued that only during a crisis would the masses ditch their hallowed apathy and dramatically move towards political action. During such times a leadership would emerge from the bourgeois intelligentsia which would articulate the aspirations of the masses.46 Such a precondition, it was argued, existed in pre–World War I Italy in the movement of revolutionary syndicalism – a movement which preached virtue over compromise.
In 1908, in Reflections on Violence, Sorel argued that only in struggle could self-sacrifice be truly understood. Sorel spoke about ‘an energising myth’ which could move multitudes. Such views were swirling about in the intellectual atmosphere when Jabotinsky was in his formative years in Italy.
The young Jabotinsky of fin-de-siècle Rome was thus far removed from the Jabotinsky of the 1930s, the oracle of nationalist Zionism. Indeed, he contributed literary articles to the Russian Marxist periodical Zhizn’ and unequivocally proclaimed that ‘my country [Russia] needs freedom’ in his articles in Avanti.47 He admiringly stated that St. Petersburg was far ‘redder’ than Odessa, and he seemingly believed as ‘a self-evident truth’ that socialism would bring about social justice. In later life, he famously proclaimed that fin-de-siècle Italy was far more his spiritual homeland than holy Russia.48 He never fully abandoned this dimension of his personality. Moreover, the cultural influence of the great Russian writers was ever present.49 The Russian writer and rootless cosmopolitan always coexisted precariously with the passionate rhetorician of Zionism. Jabotinsky took great care to compartmentalise these different reflections of his identity.
When Jabotinsky returned from Italy to Odessa in 1901, he continued to write for Odesskii Novosti, which had a national readership, under the well-known byline ‘Altalena’, as well as other publications under a variety of pseudonyms.50 He reviewed Ibsen’s The Wild Duck,51 commemorated the fiftieth anniversary of Gogol’s death52 and discussed reflections on both Russian opera, Glinka’s Ruslan and Lyudmilla,53 and Italian opera, Tosca’54
Yet even before leaving Rome, Jabotinsky – and many like him – were entering into a period of intellectual bewilderment due to the profound challenges to previous certainties in both Italy and Russia. He had written an abiding criticism of the new direction taken by D’Annunzio at the same time as he attacked the suppression of student demonstrations in Russia.55 All this occurred as aestheticism, symbolism and decadence were becoming yesterday’s philosophies. Many began to gravitate towards politics or religion or nationalist movements as vessels of containment. In addition, the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party was fraying around the edges due to the repeated assaults of Lenin and the Iskra group. Despite Lenin’s best efforts, there was also a movement in the opposite direction. As in Italy, the official face of Marxism was sporting ideological fractures. In July 1903, former Marxists, liberals and social democrats who rejected the determinist view of history formed the Union of Liberation, which evolved into the Constitutional Democrats, the Kadets. During this period Jabotinsky had taken to writing about anarcho-libertarian topics, from the right of prostitutes to ply their trade56 to the right of journalists to be free of the slant of their paper.57 All this was accentuated by the increasing ideological and religious exclusivity of the Russian intelligentsia. The automatic adherence of Jews to its ranks was now questioned.58 Dostoyevsky was preferred ideologically to the philosemites Gorky and Korolenko.59

The Salvation of Zion
Jabotinsky’s writings about students – both Italian and Russian – led to an invitation to address the Literary Artistic Club of Odessa, which boasted a mainly student audience, on the subject ‘Individualism and Collectivism’. Here again, he showed that he had little faith in the Russian masses and stressed the role of the individual in making and changing history. Much to the irritation of his audience, he quoted Bakunin’s defence of the individual when disputing Marx and Marxism in idealising the masses. He further addressed the issue in a play, Ladno.
Such an espousal of individualism led to questions about the situation of Jews in Russia and beyond. Following his return from Italy, there were references in his articles, albeit indirectly, to the Jewish question. At the end of 1901, Jabotinsky addressed the question of anti-Semitism and tolerance in an article entitled ‘Mr A. R. in Dresden’.60 A few weeks later, Jabotinsky wrote ‘On Zionism’61 in response to an article by an advocate of Russification, Iosif Bikerman, in the liberal yet anti-Marxist Russkoe Bogatsvo.62 Bikerman argued that Zionism was utterly utopian and would detach the Jews from the spirit of universalism. He argued, therefore, for an alliance with the progressive Russian intelligentsia. In response Jabotinsky denounced him for his scientific view of history in believing that everything followed a natural pathway.
A week later, Jabotinsky published a homage to Émile Zola, the day after his death, in which he invoked the Dreyfus affair.63 While this article was a broad tribute to Zola’s literary achievements and intellectual courage, it was clear that there was a subtle change towards a liberal understanding of nationalism. Indeed, Jabotinsky remarkably commented with reference to Zionism that ‘such a nationalism is the highest form of progress’.64
In another article, ‘On Nationalism’, in 1903 he argued that class differences would eventually disappear, but not national modes of thinking and behaving.65 Yet no mention was made of Jews.
Jabotinsky’s views were changing. On a personal level, he asked himself where he was heading as a young Russian writer – and there were no clear answers. While he had written profusely for both the press and the theatre, there had been no dramatic public recognition of his talents. His status was still confined to the shadows. He was searching for new pathways to make sense of himself and his country, Russia.
In a plaintive letter to Maxim Gorky, he hinted at his sense of disillusionment and the dead-end street which he felt he had come to inhabit.66 In contrast, Gorky had emerged from the provincial press into the glaring lights of literary acclaim. A meeting with the writer Vladimir Korolenko had propelled him on his path. Yet Gorky believed that art simply for art’s sake betrayed the shallowness of the Russian intelligentsia in the midst of widespread misery. He therefore combined a Tolstoyan sense of social realism with a romantic notion of revolution. In a political sense, he had become aware of the plight of the Jews when he witnessed a pogrom in Nizhni-Novgorod in 1884. He commented later that the Jewish community had ‘fought for political freedom in Russia with much more honesty and energy than many Russians’.67 Like Jabotinsky he had been outraged by the suppression of the student protests in St. Petersburg in March 190168 and was imprisoned for his views. There were indeed many parallels in the journeys of Gorky and Jabotinsky, but only the former had succeeded in gaining acknowledgement as a man of letters.
As in the case of many an Italian socialist, Jabotinsky eventually embraced nationalism as a means of repairing the world and providing himself with an identity and a direction. Any entry into the world of Russian nationalism was barred by the fortifying forces of reaction. In addition, while he expressed sympathy for Ukrainian nationalism, his enthusiasm for it was probably less than intense. So when he was invited to attend the Sixth Zionist Congress in Basel in the summer of 1903, the effect was revelatory, rapid and dramatic. He returned to Odessa as both a Zionist and a Jew. Literally overnight, he had become a true believer. Yet for all his newly found passion in the Zionist arena, he remained the archetypal outsider. It was convenient to classify the Jews as a trilingual people – and the Russian Diaspora, which embraced Russian, Yiddish and Hebrew, was no exception. They spoke Russian, the language of the country in which they lived, Yiddish between themselves and Hebrew, the holy language, reserved for prayer and its commentators. Yet Jabotinsky, the Russified Jew, did not fit into such a neat categorisation. In parallel with his fervent embrace of Jewish nationalism, he paradoxically remained a rootless cosmopolitan and a Russian writer. Despite his fluency in a multitude of languages, he was a son of the Russian literary tradition. Jabotinsky spoke and wrote ‘an impeccable, rich and expressive Russian which was both polished and colloquial, felicitous in phrasing, high-spirited and pithy’.69
When he was already defined as a committed expounder of Zionism, Jabotinsky wrote a subsequently little-known article in 1910, entitled ‘Three Arts’. In this, he contrasted the poet, the orator and the politician – and deconstructed them and their techniques. It was perhaps a deprecatory yet lucid self-analysis, or rather a dissection of the imagery with which outsiders perceived him – for example, his caricature of the poet:
I would pass my days in silence and darkness, listening in to the birth music of my rhymes. Think of the unbearable ecstasy and torment of witnessing how – almost without your conscious will – like-sounding words gather in your head; how first they are flung about in chaotic disorder, then slowly settle down and arrange themselves in harmonious order.70

Jabotinsky depicted each of the three practitioners as being in conflict with the others. Perhaps this was the inner conflict that was taking place within himself, a conflict he was unable to resolve and did not wish to resolve.
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