1871    The Hope 

By 1871  Jewish emancipation in the west was an accomplished fact; a result of the spread of western liberal, secular, enlightenment ideas and their natural political, social and legal consequences.  Western Jews were now citizens with nearly the same rights as non-Jewish citizens.  They were no longer in a special stigmatized and persecuted category as Jews had been throughout the centuries before. Anti-Semitism was still a powerful force but most considered it to be merely a remnant of the past that would inevitable fade away as the new spirit of the age took hold everywhere.  

This thinking was part of a notion that the secular, universalist ideas were unstoppable. Victory and acceptance of liberal ideas everywhere was merely a question of time.  Even in Eastern Europe (where Jews were still persecuted and stigmatized as the centuries before), there were the beginnings of change which stirred hope and expectation that Liberalism would ultimately win out.   Jews would then be citizens, equally protected before the law.  

1881   The let down

But all hope for emancipation in eastern Europe fell with the rise of a the new Russian leader Alexander III.  The pogrom was back on a scale not seen for centuries.  The authorities condoned it, may have encouraged it, certainly did nothing to stop it, and what became most horrifyingly apparent that what most united the Russian people (peasant, middle class and Tzar) was the hatred of the Jews.   The pogroms were merely a symptom of an underlying disease called anti-Semitism.  Not only did anti-Semitism not fade away with incoming liberal ideas.  Liberalism actually spurred the growth of a new modern and aggressive anti-Semitism.  

This new, aggressive anti-Semitism had three main aspects:

The first aspect was a normality of the new anti-Semitic regimes.  This was not some passing whim of a mad despot.  Alexander III was an average man, rational and folksy who surrounded himself with other rational intellectual men.  He and his advisors considered the greatest enemy to his state was Liberalism and he considered the principle carriers of liberalism were the Jews.  For them, Liberalism had challenged and undermined the authority of the church and state in the west and had started to infect even Russia with changes started by former Tzars. If Russia was to be saved from the liberal-rot and its principle supporters and beneficiaries – the Jews, needed to be stopped.  They “own the periodical press, have their hands in financial markets, the people as a whole fall into slavery to them; they even control the principles of contemporary science and strive to place it outside Christianity.” (taken from a letter by the Tzars chief adviser)  The normality and centrality in official state policy is the first aspect of the new anti-Semitism

The second aspect was the overwhelming popularity of anti-Semitism.  It was an issue that unified all classes-- whether peasant or ruling—in what was an otherwise deeply divided society.

The third aspect of the new anti-Semitism was the general silence and acceptability of the policy in the west.  There was public outcry in the west about the pogroms and Russia’s official condoning of the attacks.  But the anti-Semitic system, constricting the Jews by administrative and police measures, pursued relentlessly did not arouse any significant revulsion in the west.   In fact, today in France there stands a splendid bridge on the Seine – a monument to the greatest persecutor of Jews in the modern times (up to the advent of Hitler) – The Pont Alexandre III.

Later, in the 1890’s, in western and central Europe anti-Semitism also rose sharply.  But whereas the anti-Semitism of the Russian ruling class was motivated by the fear of liberalism, western anti-Semitism was a middle-class affair and largely motivated by resentment of the consequences of the triumph of liberalism.  Many non-Jews resented the greatly increased participation and competition of Jews in the professions, in business and finance, in the press and in the arts.  Jews were able to participate and thrive since there were no longer religious barriers and exclusions affecting secular life.  Also, the Enlightenment’s removal of these barriers benefited the Jews in a more obvious way than they had anybody else.  Resentment stirred a desire to return to the old days where the Jews knew their place.  

For example Austrian Karl Lueger was elected Mayor of Vienna not in spite of his anti-Semitic policy but rather because of it.  Interestingly, history indicates that he may not have even been a true anti-Semite but he was an anti-Semite in practice simply because most Viennese were and there were votes in it.  In addition, the liberal program which in 1885 condemmed the anti-Semitic movement “unworthy of a civilized society,” by 1891 fell silent on these matters. 

There were two main currents in Western anti-Semitism.  The first current was Christian resentment. Already blamed for the rebelling against G- and killing his son, Christians now blamed Jews for the dissemination of Enlightenment ideas which brought about the weakening of the Christian faith and Christian power.  (Interestingly, Voltaire and other Enlightenment writers made use of anti-Jewish sentiment to discredit Christianity.) 

The social and political gains the Jews acquired from the enlightenment actually gave rise to the second current: National/Racist resentment.   The Enlightenment ensured that Jews were no longer subject to religious barriers and exclusions affecting secular life.   Anti-Semitism had to find new expression – one suitable to the age.  Nationalism was a charged powerful issue of the day and the more European nationalism became excited the more obsessed they became of the hostile alien – a role that the Jew filled perfectly.  

French Jews claimed to be Frenchmen.  German Jews claimed to be German.  How could the same people be both French and German, the thing was contrary to nature?  Rather, the Jews were considered aliens, and consequently any power acquired by Jews was an loss of national power, something not to be tolerated. 

This new form of anti-Semitism was inescapable and implacable.  Before the enlightenment, a Jew could escape religious persecution by changing his religion, but now there was no escape from the new one.  As historian Walter Laqueur put it, “the new anti-Semitism meant the end of assimilation and the total rejection of the Jews… racial characteristics are unchanging… A change of religion did not make a Jew into a German anymore than a dog can transform into a cat.”

In its most dangerous development this new nationalistic/racism anti-Semitism did not accept the same restraint as Christian anti-Semitism.  To the church, the existence of Jews was a testimony to the truth of Christianity.  Jews were the first chosen nation and were witnesses to the new covenant.  In addition, through their humiliation they represented the triumph of the church over the synagogue.  They were to be eternally in servitude for their sins, convinced to repent and accept Christ but not deprived of life according to official church doctrine.  That was its limit.  But what if the Christian limit was to be removed?

The most influential writer attacking the Christian limit was the German writer Friedrich Nietzche.  His message was that the Christian ethic was poison.  It reversed the true Aryan values of fierceness, pride, severity, strength, hatred and revenge.  And the people responsible for the shift from these values were the Jews.  “The Jews,” he wrote, “have made mankind so thoroughly false that even today Christians can feel anti-Jewish without realizing that he himself is the ultimate Jewish consequence.”  Jews infected Christianity and replaced proper aryan ferocity with its values of mercy.  The Christians limit was just part of the Jewish trick.  When the values the Jews had reversed would be restored, there would be no more limit and no more Jews.  

No longer concealed and deviant, anti-Semitism spread easily throughout normal society.  Publications deriding the Jews flourished and sold remarkably well.  Politicians were elected based on their anti-Jewish platforms.  Not only did Eastern Europe fail to progress but even the progress first achieved in Western Europe backfired.  In both the East and West progress lead to animosity of the Jews who were seen as the leaders and main beneficiaries of liberalism at the cost of the indigenous citizens of the nation.  Anti-Semitism did not fade away, rather it mutated into a more potent, deadly form  – eventually ending in the destruction of European Jewry.    

`

1881  The Idea

Under persecution the great majority of Eastern Jews chose to stay and endure.  They were already accustomed to suffering and accepted persecution as their ancestors had done in so many lands over the countless generations.  However there was a small minority who wanted to leave Russia but were not content to settle, yet once more in someone else’s country.  These men conceived the design of leaving in order to create a country for Jews.  These were the Jews with a secular education who had benefited with Russia’s initial move toward Liberalism.  They shared the hope of Russia evolving into a society of liberal character where Jews would have equal rights and play a full role in Russian society. With the rise of Alexander III came the disappointment and the abandonment of that hope.  The realized things were not going to get better, even slowly.  Things were going to get much worse.

Zionism as a political program took off among the secular Jews, but it derived its vital force and it’s orientation toward Israel from the Orthodox.  The Orthodox Jews may have lived outside Israel but their hearts were always focused towards Israel.  Jewish festivals were still geared toward the Israeli middle eastern climate and calendar and prayers for rain were based on the harvest in Israel, indifferent to the needs of its neighbors.  Jews prayed towards Israel and the redemption of the Jews to their homeland was always at he center of most Jewish festivals and prayers.  These ingrained desires and persistent hope and longing for Israel became the lifeblood of the Zionist cause.

There evolved two main strains of Zionism: Political and Practical.  The Jews of Russia chose the practical route.  They set up small-scale emigration and settlement inside of Israel.  This was tolerated by Turkish officials partly because they were small-scale, partly because they resembled the older, acceptable religious (versus nationalistic) immigration and partly because the officials in question were bribed.  “Practical Zionism” was of course political as well.  For its ultimate objective was to acquire a country that the Jews could call their own, which meant a Jewish State.  

Charasmatic figures like Herzl ran conventions and embarked on whirlwind tours to meet   with world leaders to promote his cause and work toward a political solution to acquire a Jewish national homeland.  Understandable he ran into much resistance especially from the current holders of Israel, the Turks. 

The Jews of Russia  “Practical Zionism.”

Early modern Zionist movement, urging return of Jews to and settlement in the land of Israel, not predicated on political agreement by a foreign power to charter a "Jewish national home." The first practical Zionists included groups like Bilu and Hovevei Tziyon who came to settle without any larger political program. However, the term took on new meaning after the first Zionist congress, which adopted a program that emphasized political Zionism - getting a state secured in international law by getting a charter from a great power. A group of Zionists, representing the views of the settlers, insisted that without settlement in the land, political Zionism was hopeless. However, settlement efforts were poorly organized and were failing. Arthur Ruppin helped make practical Zionism a reality, and is therefore sometimes called the "father of practical Zionism." Practical Zionism contrasted with Cultural Zionism and Political Zionism. The Cultural Zionism of Achad Haam pointed out that it was necessary to first induce a cultural revival in the Jewish people, so that they would become conscious of their natural heritage and be ready to support Zionism. Achad Haam ridiculed the tiny and impoverished settlements in Palestine and noted that they would excite opposition among the Arabs 
