


JABOTINSKY AND THE REVISIONIST MOVEMENT 
1925-1948 



By the same author 

The New Hebrew Nation: A Study in Israeli 
Heresy and Fantasy (1987) 



JABOTINSKY 
AND THE 

REVISIONIST 
MOVEMENT 

1925-1948 

YAACOV SHAVIT 
Department of the History of the Jewish People 

Tel Aviv University 

1 
FRANK CASS 



First published 1988 in Great Britain by 
FRANK CASS & CO. LTD. 

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN 

and in the United States of America by 
FRANK CASS & CO. LTD. 

270 Madison Ave, New York NY 10016 

Transferred to Digital Printing 2005 

Copyright © 1988 Yaacov Shavit 

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 

Shavit, Yaacov 
Jabotinsky and the revisionist movement 
1925-1948.- (The Right in Zionism and 
in Israel. 1925-1985 v.l). 
1. Israel. Right-wing political movements 
I. Title II. Series 
320.95694 

ISBN 0-7146-3325-9 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Shavit, Jacob. 
Jabotinsky and the revisionist movement, 1925-1948. 

Bibliography: p. 
Includes index. 
1. Revisionist Zionism-History. 2. Jabotinsky, 

Vladimir, 1880-1940. I. Title. 
DS150.R5S52 956.94'001 88-997 
ISBN 0-7146-3325-9 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication l1Uly be reproduced 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy­
ing, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of Frank 

Cass and Company Limited. 



List of Illustrations 

Acknow ledgments 

Foreword 

Contents 

INTRODUCTION: What is Right: 
The Zionist Right in General Perspective -
Some Methodological Comments 

PART ONE 
THE TERRITORY AND ORGANIZATION OF THE RIGHT­

POLITICAL HISTORY 

1. The Territory of the Zionist Right - Origins and 

ix 

x 

xi 

I 

Historical Background 15 

2. The Zionist Right between the Two W orId 
Wars and during the Mandatory Period 
(1925-1948) 28 

A. The Political History of Revisionism: 
Formation and Growth (1925-1933) 28 

B. The Political History of Revisionism: 
Revisionism during the 1930s -
The Struggle for Power and the Internal Tensions 58 

C. The Political History of Revisionism: The 
Emergence of New Organizations in the 1930s 86 

PART TWO 
THE INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATION OF THE RIGHT: 

BETWEEN POLITICAL NATIONALISM AND 
NATIONAL MESSIANISM 

3. The National Philosophies of Jabotinsky, Klausner 
and Achimeir 107 



vi Jabotinsky and the Revisionist Movement 

4. National Messianism - Zionism as a Realistic 
Eschatology: Greenberg, Stem and Scheib 

5. A Collective Biography: Attitudes and 
Arguments within the Zionist and Israeli Right 

PART THREE 
IDEOLOGY, PROGRAMME AND POUTICAL METHODS 

6. The Right Way to a Jewish State: From 
'Colonization Regime' to Sovereign State 

7. From Political Zionism to Revolutionary 
Armed Zionism 

8. The Right's Attitude towards the 'Arab 
Problem' 

9. The Social Philosophy, Ideology and 
Programme 

10. The Undergrounds - The Search for a 
Political and Ideological Identity at the 
Crossroads of 1944-1948 

PART FOUR 
CONTRADICTORY IMAGES - RIGHT VERSUS LEFT 

11. The Revisionist Attitude to the Labour Movement 

139 

162 

181 

203 

244 

272 

310 

and Socialist-Zionist Ideology 325 

12. Revisionism and Fascism: Image and 
Interpretation 350 

CONCLUSION: A Historical Perspective - The Political 
Heritage and Tradition of the Right 373 

Appendix: Supplementary Remarks 380 

Notes 382 

Bibliography 408 

Index 426 



TO THE MEMORY OF 
MY PARENTS 



This page intentionally left blank 



List of Illustrations 

between pages 20 and 21 

1. Ze'ev Jabotinsky 5. A. Achimeir 
2. M. Begin 6. V.Z. Greenberg 
3. A. Stem 7. M. Grossman 
4. Joseph Klausner 8. A. Zvi Propes 

JRM-A· 



Acknow ledgments 

I started my research on the Zionist Right some 15 years ago, while 
studying at the School of History of Tel-Aviv University. lowe 
a deep debt of gratitude to Professor Walter Laqueur for his 
encouragement and guidance during the writing of my Ph.D. thesis 
on this subject. 

Since then I have published a number of books and articles on 
various aspects of the history of the Right, but to the best of my 
knowledge the present book is the first effort by anyone to present a 
general and comprehensive summation of the history of the Zionist­
Israeli Right. Many of the topics dealt with in this book have been 
subjects of public and academic discussion and controversy, which 
has enabled me to clarify my own ideas and verify my sources. 

lowe special thanks to the J abotinsky Institute and its staff, in 
particular Mr. Pesah Gani, for their unfailing helpfulness. I would 
also like to thank Mr Henry Nijk, both for his excellent translation 
from the Hebrew and for his many constructive comments. Thanks 
are due also to Mr I. Ben-Sinai for assisting in this translation. 

The generosity of Mrs Edith Pfeiffer and Dr Heinrich Pfeiffer, the 
General-Sekretiir der Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung, enabled 
me to complete this study under the best possible conditions a 
scholar could dream of during my sabbatical in Bonn. 

Last but not least I would like to record that without the assistance 
of my friend Professor Amos Perlmutter I would not even have 
attempted to write this book for the English reader. 

My first book on the history of the Right, which was published in 
1977, was dedicated to my parents, Pnina and Yitzhak Shavit, who 
supported me during my years of study. This book is dedicated to 
their memory. 

Tel-A viv-Bonn, 1985-1987 



Foreword 

The intensive interest in the nature and character of the Israeli 
political Right began immediately after the Israeli elections of 1977, 
when the long-standing Labour hegemony was broken, to be 
replaced by the rule of a Right-wing Likud coalition. This of course 
does not mean that the Israeli Right was an unimportant, let alone 
negligible, phenomenon in Israeli life before its rise to power, or 
that no literature was written about it. Even so the transition from its 
long years in opposition to the ruling party made it far more 
important to try and understand the meaning of 'the Right' within 
the specific Israeli context. This in turn has given rise to a greatly 
increased interest in the background of the Israeli Right, and 
resultant efforts to try and explain its sources and origins, not in the 
least because of the Right's self-image, which customarily stresses 
its profound debt and obligation to its historical heritage. 

In his speech during the early morning hours of 18 May 1977, after 
the initial results of the elections for the Ninth Knesset had become 
known, Menahem Begin, the Prime-Minister designate, said: 
'Today is a turning point in the history of the Jewish people and the 
history of the Zionist movement, the likes of which we have not 
known for 46 years - since the 17th Zionist Congress of 1931, at 
which Vladimir [Ze'ev] Jabotinsky proposed a resolution to the 
effect that the aim of Zionism is the establishment of a Jewish state in 
our time.' With this Begin, while submitting his party's interpreta­
tion of the course of Zionist history, also presented the election 
results as an historic victory of the Zionist 'right wing' over the long­
enduring hegemony of the 'Left', i.e. the Labour movement, whose 
rule had prevailed during those long years. In his view it was a 
resounding vindication of the J abotinsky school of Zionism, 52 
years after it had first presented itself as a political and ideological 
force. At the same time he presented himself as the heir and 
successor of Jabotinsky: the pupil had been granted the power to 
implement his teacher's Zionist will and vision. 

From Begin's perspective the returns of the 1977 elections 
represented an act of historical justice: finally the in his view central 
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force of Zionism would hold the reins of government, after for 
nearly fifty years having been in the hands of a minority that had 
kept on ruling thanks only to its political proficiency and because 
the political situation had played into its hands. In election after 
election since 1949 Begin had failed to lead his movement towards a 
decisive political victory, even though several times the chances 
had seemed nearer than ever before. According to conventional 
political wisdom the H erut movement did not even have a sporting 
chance of achieving power, and the specific internal socio-political 
conditions within the State of Israel would forever preclude it 
from ruling the nation. The ideology of the H erut movement was 
considered anachronistic, while its administrative and leadership 
abilities were assumed to be non-existent. That is why the victory of 
the Likud in the 1977 elections was indeed a surprise to the winners 
as much as to the losers. Only later did the necessity arise to try and 
analyse both the accidental and the underlying causes which had 
brought the long national hegemony of the Labour movement to an 
end, resulting in the rise to power of the Right. For many it was a 
dark night in the history of Zionism, whereas for others it was 'the 
break of a new dawn'. 

On that dramatic morning of 18 May 1977, when Begin 
announced the victory of the Likud coalition which he headed, he 
declared the resulting change of government in Israel to be a 
historical turnabout - a rna' apah, the name by which this turning 
point in Israeli politics has been known ever since. In his victory 
speech Begin therefore spoke of both 'change' and 'continuity'. By 
change he meant the profound transition which had taken place 
following the election results; by continuity he meant that the future 
Likud government would be founded on a solid political and ideo­
logical tradition which need not be changed, but would simply have 
to bring its values into practice. 

The shift of political power from the Left to the Right, which 
occurred after fifty years of Labour hegemony of the yishuv and -
since 1948 - the Israeli political scene, was viewed by the Left as a 
profound political upheaval, if not an earthquake. From the point of 
view of the Right it meant a revolution of historical proportions and 
a fulfilment of a decades-old dream: at last the Right would be able 
to take up the ideology of Ze'ev Jabotinsky at the point where it 
had been left due to the outbreak of the Second World War and 
the leader's death in 1940, and transfer Jabotinsky's ideological 
principles into the world of practical politics. After long, frustrating 
years in the opposition, the great moment had arrived, and now the 
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historical opportunity presented itself to demonstrate what was 'the 
"right" way in Zionism'. 

* * * 

The rise to power of the Likud, with at its centre the H erut 
movement under the leadership of Menahem Begin, aroused con­
siderable curiosity, more than that usually provoked by the rise 
to power of an opposition party. The reason for this was its 
nationalistic and militant image, which meant that its policies would 
surely lead to an immediate war with the Arab nations and impose 
on the State of Israel a conservative, if not fascist regime. The 
expectations and fears were so strong because of the fact that the 
Right itself had proclaimed its intentions to carry through decisive 
changes in the domestic and foreign policy of Israel, and to effect 
changes in patterns of thought and behaviour, as well as in the socio­
economic structure of Israeli society. 

A number of questions have become the subject of political and 
historical debate. For instance the question whether the Israeli 
Right - as opposed to pre-war Revisionism - was a new pheno­
menon which evolved within the specific context of the Jewish 
society in Eretz Israel? What are the links, if any, between the pre­
State Right and the party-political Right in the State ofIsrael? What 
kind of continuity can we detect in the political traditions of the 
Zionist-Israeli Right? 

For an answer to these questions, we need first of all a more 
fundamental knowledge and understanding of the Zionist Right 
during the pre-state period. Following this, we will be able to answer 
the above questions, which we propose to do in the second volume 
of our study. 

However, the general interest in the Israel Right is not only 
connected with current Israeli domestic or foreign (Le. Middle 
Eastern) policy. The Israeli Right is a phenomenon which must 
be understood within the context of similar developments in the 
intellectual, ideological and cultural dimensions in the Middle 
East and the 'West' at large: the recent emergence of the neo­
conservative Right in Europe and the United States, the crises of 
modernity and secularism in the Western and Islamic civilizations, 
the rise of religious (anti-secular) world views and norms. 

This general curiosity, and the intensive media exposure were 
responsible for the close scrutiny of the political behaviour of the 
Likud government during its two terms of office (1977-1984), for 
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one thing to see how ideological principles were being translated 
into political behaviour and national policy making; what kind of 
changes in principles would occur once they were being put into 
practice; how did an opposition party act once it had come to power 
after many years of frustration and feelings of deprivation? Would 
the Likud give rise to new social and cultural forces, or would it 
stimulate and encourage the emergence of such forces? Would the 
Likud ride the wave of social and sectarian dissatisfaction, and the 
wave of nationalistic emotions, or would it succeed in manipulating 
the as yet disoriented nationalistic and discriminatory sentiments 
into a political bedding? 

Since 1977 a wide variety of literature has been devoted to the 
examination of the political turnabout, which, although it was at 
first considered a calamity, soon enough (particularly following the 
second, even bigger victory at the 1981 polls) came to be understood 
as expressing a far more fundamental structural change in Israeli 
political culture. A major part of this literature ascribed the victory 
of the Likud not so much to the success of the Likud itself or 
its ideology, as to the failure of the Labour movement and its 
weakened impact on Israeli society. Therefore, it was argued, if 
only the labour parties had succeeded in adjusting themselves to the 
circumstances and renewed themselves, or - alternatively - stuck to 
their historical traditions, they would not have broken up internally, 
thereby paving the way for a victory of the 'Right'. Other polemical 
articles connected the victory of the Right to longer-term deep­
seated structural changes in the Israeli socio-cultural situation, 
particularly following the Six-Day War of June 1967, and the 
impact of the resulting territorial gains on all spheres of life. These 
historical discussions, mainly of an apologetic and argumentative 
nature, and often with little historical value, brought about a 
measure of renewed interest in the history of the Zionist Right, its 
origins and its ideological and cultural evolution. 

Unfortunately Zionist historiography has been unable to provide 
a satisfactory historical background to serve as a solid basis for this 
kind of discussion, due to the neglect of the history of the Right as an 
academic field. Most of the interest has focused on the personality of 
Menahem Begin, the underground and opposition leader who at 
long last had become prime minister of Israel. The reason for this 
was the general expectation that Begin himself would almost single­
handedly decide upon the activities of the new government and 
determine its personality. The impression was that the Right under 
Begin was a 'one-man-show', as had been the case with the Right 
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under the leadership of Ze'ev Jabotinsky, and in consequence the 
party and the movement were forgotten. As a result, the political 
debate was bound to be limited to perceptions, prejudices and 
generalizations. 

The present work is not intended as a study of the Israeli political 
scene since 1977, even though it may serve as a broad-based and 
necessary background for such a discussion. My interest in the 
history of the Zionist Right began years before it came to power. 
The purpose of this study is to offer an historical interpretation of 
the genesis and evolution of the Zionist and Israeli Right wing, both 
in the intellectual-ideological field and in the political field. The 
Zionist 'Right' is defined in this study both as a 'type' (topos) of 
modem Jewish nationalism, and as a major stream in Zionism and in 
Israeli political culture; a type with unique properties, embracing a 
unique kind of Jewish nationalism within the framework of the 
contemporary Jewish national movement and the Jewish-Israeli 
national society. In many respects it represents an intrinsic part of 
Zionist ideology in general, with which it has a number of basic 
assumptions in common. In other respects the Right offers its own 
version, or emphasizes and accentuates different motives in a 
manner different from that of the other Zionist currents. 

The Zionist Right has an image of being monolithic and mono­
thematic, whereas in effect its history is very stimulating and contra­
dictory, and full of sharp turns and internal changes. All the variants 
of the Zionist Right have a common goal: Jewish sovereignty over 
Palestine (Eretz Israel) on both banks of the Jordan River - or at 
least the western bank between the river and the sea. But there also 
exist differences in their cultural world views, their ideological 
arguments, their image of the political and cultural content of the 
Jewish national society, and the nature of the legitimate political 
behaviour and means. Indeed the tensions between these variants 
have created a fascinating and vital dynamic within the history of the 
Zionist-Israeli Right. The history which is told in this book forms the 
background for an understanding of the development of the Right in 
our time, beginning with its formative years, but it is also an 
important and interesting story in itself. 

* * * 
From the chronological point of view the history of the Zionist­
Israeli Right divides into two main periods: the first period (1925-
1948) covers the history of the Revisionist movement headed by 
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Ze' ev J abotinsky, and the development of the two underground 
organizations in Eretz Israel- the Irgun Zeva'i Le'umi (the Etzel, or 
IZL) and Lohamei Herut Israel (Lehi); the second period (1948 
onwards) covers the history of the Right in the State of Israel, mainly 
that of the Herut movement headed by Menahem Begin, and its 
development from an isolated opposition (until 1965) into a central, 
and subsequently (1977) ruling party. These two periods are 
characterized by major changes in the historical framework and the 
prevailing conditions, for which reason they required a separate 
historical study. This volume is devoted to the first period; my 
forthcoming second volume will cover the second period. 

In certain aspects I have enlarged upon the scope of the narrative 
of this volume, for the following three reasons: (1) I wanted to 
avoid generalizations based on partial and fragmentary knowledge 
and prejudice; (2) I wanted to offer the reader a fuller description 
of a history which is for him a terra incognita; and (3) because the 
history of Zionism, as seen from the perspective of the Right, has a 
different character and development than as seen from the Left, and 
I believe that it is interesting as well as important for the reader to be 
aware of this different interpretation of modem Jewish national 
history. 

This volume is divided into four parts. 
The first part portrays the 'territory of the Right'. It describes the 

historical scene on which the Right emerged and developed, and its 
political history. In this part the reader will become acquainted 
with the organizations which attempted to translate ideology into 
political action. The second part deals with the national historical 
philosophy of the Right, and with the two main ideological streams 
which constitute its philosophy: their attitudes towards Jewish 
history, the Land of Israel, religion, culture, and so forth. Most of 
the arguments and views of the Right were shaped during this 
period, and this part forms therefore a necessary background to the 
intellectual and ideological developments within the Right during 
the next period. In the last chapter of Part IT I will try and draw a 
summary general profile of the Right as a collective mentality. Part 
Three deals with the Revisionist programme and ideology in several 
major fields: the political concepts and political methods, the 
plan for a 'Colonization Scheme', the attitude towards the 'Arab 
question' , and the socio-economic platform. The final chapter deals 
with the two underground organizations from a political and ideo­
logical point of view - as a continuation and metamorphosis of the 
'old Right', and the problems connected with the evolution of the 
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Zionist Right into an Israeli Right. Part Four will discuss the two 
contradictory images, namely the fascist image, as seen from the 
persepective of the Left, and the image of the Zionist Left, as seen 
through the eyes of the Right. The book concludes with a general 
overview of the history of the Zionist Right. 

In the above-described division of the book I was faced with a 
considerable problem of organizing the material in such a way as to 
give the reader a clear picture that is systematically organized by 
subjects and periods, while at the same time avoiding repetition. 
For this reason I have tried to deal with the material synchronically 
as well as diachronically, and although some repetition is unavoid­
able, I have tried my best to eliminate it wherever possible. 

Any author writing about historical subjects which form a part of 
an existing political and ideological reality, will find it difficult to 
suppress completely his personal leanings, as a result of which he 
may find his writings becoming an element of, and an instrument in 
any ongoing struggles about the particular subject. Any writer 
about the Zionist Right discovers that he has to deal with two 
prevailing, but contradictory images. The Revisionists believe that 
their movement has been on the right political track all along, and 
that - despite having spent most of their political lives in the 
opposition - the movement has proved to be a Zionist bellweather 
on countless issues. In their eyes the Revisionist movement is 
characterized by self-sacrifice and heroism - the quintessential and 
purest expression of Zionism. 

Its opponents, however, regard Revisionism as a sterile, un­
realistic, cranky and sloganeering movement - a movement which 
not only failed to contribute its share to the up building of the 
National Home, but also was the cause of serious splits and long­
drawn-out and bitter conflicts in Zionism. 

I have tried my utmost not to be influenced by these two images, 
which hover like dark and powerful shadows at the back of the 
author's consciousness. As a consequence not all my descriptions 
and analyses may be accepted by my readers and critics, but I like to 
assure them that any mistaken or distorted representations are not a 
reflection of any specific predisposition, prejudice or interest on my 
part, but solely the result of my personal judgement and evaluation. 
In fact, this book deviates in many aspects from the accepted 
negative portrayal of Revisionism by its opponents, as well as the 
adulatory views current in the circles of Revisionist supporters. This 
study also differs - both in the views expressed and the details of the 
historical events and circumstances - from the opinions expressed in 
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other scholarly studies. Most of the English works on the subject 
(with the exception of J.B. Schechtman's biography of Ze'ev 
Jabotinsky) are based on selective, secondary and partisan sources, 
which as such lead to entirely unwarranted conclusions. 

This book is based on extensive primary source material, as 
detailed in the annotated bibliography. Substantial parts of it are 
based on my previously published Hebrew books and articles on the 
subject, so that I have not deemed it necessary to report in full detail 
all the original sources used. In away, therefore, my Hebrew 
writings formed the bricks and mortar of this comprehensive work, 
which enabled me to write it in its present integrated form. This is 
also the reason why I did not deem it necessary to include footnotes 
and detailed references to the numerous sources which form the 
basis of the various chapters. As mentioned, the bibliography is 
intended to serve the interested reader as an annotated guide to the 
primary sources and literature on the subject. 

A final remark is in place, especially for the non-Israeli reader. 
The often vituperative conflicts and debates which have taken 

place within the Zionist movement could conceivably provide 
ammunition for anti-Zionist discussions. Even though it is true that 
the rival camps within Zionism would at times hurl the gravest and 
most vitriolic accusations at their opponents, the exact nature of 
these recriminations can easily be taken out of context by critics and 
opponents of Zionism, to be used as a representation of substance 
rather than form. Such a use might not be informed by a genuine 
desire to understand the special nature of Zionism and the problems 
with which it was confronted, but rather by a desire to discredit it. 
The duty of the historian is to portray things exactly as they are, but 
at the same time this gives him the right to caution against an 
improper use of historical facts. 

The Revisionist proclivity for militancy and muscle-flexing, 
which was far more evident in Revisionism than within the other 
Zionist parties, was to a great extent a reaction to an objective 
weakness: it was an effort to compensate for the bleak and desultory 
existence of many of its members. Zionism between the two world 
wars did not operate from a position of strength. The Zionists were 
unable either to control events, or direct them in a direction 
favourable to their goals. To describe the Zionist position as power­
ful or influential would be a violation of the historical truth. The 
opposite was the case: essentially Zionism was weak and powerless. 

In fact Zionism did succeed in establishing a Jewish National 
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Home in Eretz Israel, but it was unable to save the Jews of Europe. 
During the 1930s Jewish and Zionist history moved on two parallel 
but conflicting tracks. As the plight of European Jewry became 
increasingly acute, and the pressure for emigration to Eretz Israel 
intensified, the yishuv - the Jewish community in Eretz Israel- felt 
increasingly competent and confident of its ability to absorb a 
Jewish mass immigration. This willingness was however counter­
acted by the sharp distinction in British policy between the 'Jewish 
question', the solution to which was supposed to be guided by the 
provisions of the Mandate, and the 'Palestinian question', the 
answers to which were dictated by imperial policy considerations. In 
effect the British government decided to renege on its obligations 
under the Mandate charter, even within its narrower interpretation. 
This was the situation which confronted Zionism on the eve of 
World War II, without it being able to break the vicious circle. 

In light of the above, we must conclude that Revisionism was a 
tragic movement, and Jabotinsky a tragic leader. Jabotinsky was 
not a Mussolini, in the same way as Ben-Gurion was not a Lenin. 
History did not grant either of them the power to control events and 
direct them in the way they desired. Revisionism was a tragic 
movement because it did not succeed in bridging the gap between its 
dreams of power, and its achievement. Revisionism fought against 
time, but circumstances overtook it. It is against this background 
that Revisionism's unsuccessful attempts to gain influence and 
establish the instruments for building a national society, such as an 
army and instruments of state, must be judged. Regardless of 
whether this lack of success was due to the fact that its proposed 
methods - given the contemporary conditions - were unrealistic and 
barren, or whether it should be ascribed to objective or subjective 
conditions which prevented Revisionism as a political movement 
from achieving its goals, the fact is that ultimately it came to be not 
only a Zionist tragedy, but a Jewish tragedy. 

The question whether, and to what extent, Zionist history was 
special and unique greatly occupied the two rival Zionist camps, and 
I will revert to this discussion in the course of this study. In theory 
we are faced here with the Zionist variation on the ongoing dis­
cussion between the proponents of a rationalist universalist orienta­
tion, and those of the romantic-historistic historical view. I myself 
am of the opinion that the Allgemeines (general) and Besonderes 
(unique), according to the well-known categories of Leopold von 
Ranke, are not two separate dimensions between which there exist 
different patterns of contact. The unique can only be understood 
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within a more general conceptual framework. Comparison may not 
be rejected, either as a historical method, or for its own sake. Even 
so, comparisons do not necessarily result in similarity, let alone in an 
overall resemblance. The 'general' and the 'unique' are not abstract 
models, but concrete objects under observation. Such a concrete 
description of the unique against a general background is what this 
study aims to present. 



INTRODUCTION 

What is Right: The Zionist 
Right in General Perspective -

Some Methodological Comments 

The Meaning of 'Right' in the Zionist Israeli Context 

In Jewish tradition the term 'Right' has a positive meaning of power 
and salvation ('Thy right hand is full of righteousness', Ps.48:11; 
'The right hand of the Lord does valiantly. The right hand of the 
Lord is exalted,' Ps.188,15,16; etc.). 

Despite this positive connotation of the term 'Right' in the 
Hebrew language, not a single political stream in Zionism - except­
ing a passing fad during the 1970s influenced by the emergence of the 
'New Right' in Western Europe and the United States - has been 
prepared to define itself as 'rightist'. To be labelled 'rightist' accord­
ing to the classification which has been customary in political culture 
ever since the French Revolution, has been vigorously rejected by 
every stream or party to which the label 'Right' has been attached. 
According to this same general classification the Zionist Right 
defined the labour parties as 'leftist', attaching to them all the 
negative characteristics with which the Right customary labels the 
Left. When applied to itself, however, the Right has strongly 
rejected the validity of this generalizing classification within the 
Jewish Zionist context, regarding it as arbitrary and stigmatizing. 

There are several reasons for this rejection: 

1. The principal general argument is that the division into 'Right' 
and 'Left' customary in European societies and European 
political cultures applies neither to the special Jewish historical 
circumstances in the Diaspora, nor to those prevailing in 
Palestine [Eretz IsraelJ. According to this reasoning the national 
aims, the social structures and political patterns evolving among 
the Jewish people in the Diaspora and in Jewish society during 
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the British Mandate and -later - in the independent Jewish state, 
are in no way similar to the European structure and pattern, as a 
result of which a comparison between these two categories also 
follows different rules. 

What direct connection, the Zionist Right argues, can there 
exist between the generally agreed characteristics of the Euro­
pean Right and the national aims of the Zionist movement? 
There simply is no connection! It was the Zionist Right which 
struggled for Jewish national self-expression through the 
establishment of a Jewish state in Eretz Israel. The Right was 
the Zionist party which undertook the large-scale immigration 
[aliyah] of Jews, rather than a selective aliyah based on social or 
ideological considerations. The Right anticipated the Holocaust 
by calling for the complete evacuation of European Jewry. It was 
the Right which established the underground movements that 
fought for the termination of the Mandate and the establishment 
of an independent Jewish state. Could any of this be said to 
belong in any way to the world of the European Right? How 
could anyone claim that the desire to create an independent 
Jewish state in Palestine or, for that matter, the Jewish national 
aspiration to establish sovereignty over the historical borders on 
both sides of the Jordan river (or its western bank) are manifesta­
tions of a romantic nationalist or imperialistic ideology? These, 
argues the Right, are the national and historical goals of the 
Jewish people - the foundations and the essence of its existence! 
Such goals cannot possibly be defined as rightist, and thus they 
cannot be compared to the ideologies of any of the European 
rightist movements. If the rule of a Jewish majority over the 
Arab population of Palestine is a form of colonialism - then by all 
means Zionism is a colonial movement! 

2. According to a more fundamental (and historiosophic) argu­
ment Jewish history occupies a unique and separate place within 
general history, to which Western political categories cannot be 
applied; as a result of this it can only be discussed in specifically 
'Jewish' terms. This holds true as regards Jewish history in 
general, as well as with regard to various political and social 
phenomena forming a part of its modem history. Any attempt to 
apply Western categories to the Jewish historical experience is 
artificial, misleading and wrong. 

3. From the nineteenth century onwards the European Right has 
been considered anti-Semitic and reactionary in character, in 
the same way as anti-Semitism forms a dominant (although 



Introduction 3 

suppressed) part of its cultural symbol system moulding its policy 
towards the Jews. Not a single Zionist party could therefore 
possibly identify with the Right, whether this be the conservative 
Right or the radical 'new' Right. 

4. The Zionist Right considers the division into 'right' and 'left' to 
have an anti-national character, liable to cause sectarian strife 
and a rending of the national fabric through class struggles. 
While the classical Zionist Right looked upon itself in social 
matters as a 'neutral' national movement representing the 
'nation as a whole', which stood above class struggles, and in 
which the interests of the nation, the state and the fatherland 
reigned supreme, it viewed the Left as a class-bound movement 
representing its own partisan interests only. 

We need not emphasize that in this respect the Zionist Israeli 
Right shared the attitude shown by the European Right towards 
the Left.l The 'Left' was considered an anti-national one-class 
party; the 'Right', on the other hand, represented the entire 
Jewish nation. In the eyes of the 'Right', the 'Left' constituted an 
integral part of the 'international Left', in the same way as the 
latter regarded the 'Right' as an integral part of the 'international 
Right'. Both movements saw themselves as unique political 
phenomena, which could only be understood within the unique 
contexts of Jewish history and the Jewish existence in the 
Diaspora and the nation that was being built in Eretz Israel. 
At the same time, each regarded the opponent as part of a 
universalistic phenomenon, to be judged by universalistic 
criteria. 

As mentioned earlier, we are faced here with an interesting 
historical paradox. In the eyes of the hostile critic outside the Zionist 
movement (and, at times, those of the radical dissident currents 
from within as well) Jewish nationalism as a whole is a rightist 
movement, due to its inherent romantic nationalist dimension. This 
interpretation matches the definition of, for example, Hugh Seton­
Watson, who says that' a reactionary is one who wishes to resurrect 
the past, and reactionary ideologies are based on visions of the past, 
usually more mythical than real, which are intended to inspire 
political action in the present. ,2 According to this definition, Zion­
ism in general can be understood as a reactionary, 'rightist' move­
ment, since its underlying 'romantic' idea is the actual revival of an 
ancient national historic past in a land from which the nation as a 
whole had been absent for many centuries. 
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Another critical approach is that there exists no real difference 
between 'left' and 'right', either in the Zionist movement or in 
Israeli society, and that any differences are those of emphasis only. 
Even if, theoretically, such differences could be found, they would 
mainly be a matter of self-image, which in practice would fade into 
insignificance, or even disappear. The political behaviour of the 
Right and the Left would in the final analysis yield the same results. 
According to this view one might say that what looks like the 
dualism of a deeply-rooted opposition - both within Zionism and 
within Israeli society - is a seeming contradiction only, even if it 
manifests itself as a political struggle. In any case, we have here two 
political oligarchies trying to mobilize the masses in an effort to 
achieve a certain political power. In their view, the saying of the 
Roman historian Sallust about the struggles between the patrician 
factions in Rome, 'Bonum publicum pro simulantes, sua quisque 
potentia certabant,'3 applies equally to the political struggles within 
Israeli society. Right and Left are two faces of one and the same 
phenomenon! 

There are also those who reject the accuracy of the 'classical' 
division into 'right' and 'left' from an empirical rather than an 
ideological point of view, reasoning that in Zionism the 'Right' is not 
so 'right', and the Left not so 'left', since the socio-demographic 
foundations of both the Zionist Right and Left cannot at all be 
compared with those of European society. The Israeli Left, which 
ruled the country until 1977, possesses extensive economic assets, 
and its voters belong by and large to the middle classes. The Right, 
on the other hand, is penniless, and its supporters and voters are 
recruited from the lower middle classes and the urban proletariat. 
According to this interpretation the Left offers a socialist platform 
in theory, but what it has established in Israel is a pluralistic society 
with a unique mixture of Socialism and Capitalism: a form of 
socialist State Capitalism. The real, and decisive, division between 
Left and Right, according to this view, is not a socio-economic, but 
an ideological one: a division between those adhering to nationalist 
and activist Zionist convictions, and those embracing a minimalist 
Zionist viewpoint. Zionist activism and Zionist minimalism (or 
rationalism), according to this interpretation, represent a political 
attitude towards the central national political issues, and these in 
tum are a matter of 'Zionist faith', or 'collective psychology'.4 
According to the rightist definition a 'minimalist' is someone who is 
lacking in faith, and who puts party-political interests above the 
national interest. He is someone whose Jewish and national identity 
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is not strong enough, due to an excessive preoccupation with 
internationalism or universalism. Put differently, the real division is 
one between 'nationalism' and 'leftism', or between 'nationalism' 
and 'defeatism'. As seen from the opposing side, the two contending 
ideologies are 'ultra-nationalist' or 'fascist', in contrast to a 
'humanitarian' and 'sane' Zionism. As of 1977 the two opposing 
sides have crystallized into the 'dovish' Left and the 'hawkish' 
Right. 

The problems with a definition of the Zionist Israeli Right follow 
therefore from the definition of topical issues, as well as from the 
lack of parallelism between ideological self-awareness, on the one 
hand, and socio-economic structure and class stratification, on the 
other. The political ideological struggle has tended to accentuate 
the gap between the two opposing parties, leading to further 
polarization and a schismatic gap. In the reality of daily political life, 
however, these differences may on certain subjects be subdued, 
whereas on other occasions they will appear sharp and deep. 

The student of Israeli political culture (and Israeli culture in 
general) will find that despite this blurring of areas and the problems 
connected with an objective definition, those involved will never­
theless insist on distinguishing a clear and unequivocal division into 
'right' and 'left', which in most cases brings about hasty and a priori 
conclusions on most issues. For large sections of the Israeli public 
Right and Left represent sub-cultures which produce built-in 
responses to the various phenomena. Right and Left represent not 
only contradictory ideologies, but two contradictory mentalities 
and two contradictory personalities. No one can deny that the 
chasm between the Zionist Right and Left is one of the dominant 
facts of life in Zionism and Israeli society, and that it is charged with 
ideological differences, as well as with emotions and feelings of 
superiority and deprivation, not to speak of the opposing interpre­
tations of Jewish and Zionist history. The political debates within 
Zionism have traditionally been informed by a deep consciousness 
of a fateful historical struggle being enacted, under the influence 
of dramatic historical events, catastrophic and revolutionary 
historical changes, and the establishment of a Jewish national 
society for the first time in modem Jewish history. 

The above-discussed contradictory interpretations, namely 
those that attempt to blur the differences between 'right' and 'left' in 
the Zionist Israeli context, and those that stress their real and 
profound differences, do in themselves give rise to some important 
questions. For instance, are these interpretations based on different 
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historical, or on different ideological and political approaches? 
What are the contradictions between the Right and the Left: are 
they fundamental, or do they concern only marginal areas that fail to 
influence concrete political behaviour? Are we dealing with true or 
with imaginary self-images - merely different models of what is 
regarded as the reality, and which, as it were, lead a life of their own? 
Comparative research should be able to provide a more accurate 
and reasoned answer to these questions once the available historical 
material on the Right has been studied. 

The present study is a profile of the Zionist Right; it is not 
intended as a comparison of the political ideology and behaviour of 
either the Right or the Left. Such a discussion would necessitate a 
detailed analysis of the historical vicissitudes of both, before we 
could even begin to draw analogies and parallels between the two. 
My concern here is with the Right in and by itself, rather than with 
drawing comparisons with other factors or phenomena. Neither is it 
my intention to judge the Right; what I want to do is describe it, in 
order to facilitate an understanding of its nature and characteristics. 

Ideology, Weltanschauung and Political Methods and Behaviour 

'Right' is not only an operative ideology, aimed at declared goals, or 
a political system, but a political tradition and Weltanschauung, 
which together create a solid framework of political and cultural 
traditions. Certain elements of this tradition of the Right can also be 
found in other Zionist political traditions. The territorial romantic 
dimension, for instance, was as strong within a central part of the 
Left as within the Right; the claims with regard to Jewish national 
sovereignty over Palestine and its historical religious legitimization 
were espoused among the Zionist Left no less strongly than by the 
Right. However, despite these and other similarities in elements, 
the Right is a separate political framework, due to the fact that its 
various elements have coalesced into one recognizable, coherent 
and active unit that behaves in a specific way. 

It will be useful if at this stage we explain first the concepts that are 
being used in this study as a means of organization and interpreta­
tion. The three concepts in question are 'Weltanschauung', 'ideo­
logy' and 'political methods'.s 

A Weltanschauung is a comprehensive view of man, society and 
history as a totality; it is a system of symbols and values; a code of 
behaviour in every sphere of life. It is also a depiction of the 
historical past, a vision of the future. This comprehensive view 
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organizes reality and the image of reality in the collective conscious­
ness and determines 'mechanistic, a priori responses, attitudes 
and orientations towards various events and phenomena'. Certain 
symbols and slogans within this system - words such as 'state', 
'tradition', 'fatherland', and so forth - have a suggestive power. 

This system of symbols and references does not only apply to 
political issues, and it is not represented only in the shape of formal 
ideology, but also manifests itself in other forms of communication 
in a culture. A collective Weltanschauung therefore represents 
a comprehensive world view of a certain public - its collective 
mentality as a part of the Zeitgeist. Since we are talking of the 
mentality of a broad, heterogeneous and anonymous public, we 
have to trace all its cultural expressions, and not only its political 
culture. However it must be remembered that the connections 
between an attitude toward 'culture' at large and an attitude toward 
'political culture' are not unequivocal. 

The writings of intellectuals and men of letters who belong to a 
certain tradition have two functions. In the first place they provide a 
more sophisticated and methodical manifestation of the collective 
(i.e. common) wisdom of the public, and as such they attempt -
mainly within societies in transition - to provide the collective 
Weltanschauung with a philosophical basis. In the second place 
these writings in many instances provide sources of influence for the 
public world view, providing it with new and solid arguments and 
answers. 

Ideology represents the effort to formalize a Weltanschauung, or 
parts of it, into a practical system in the political sphere, and to 
translate arguments into active conclusions. Differences in world 
view may be unimportant at the political level, and remain in the 
area of personal feeling or the intellectual and political debate. Only 
when translated into an active ideology and code of behaviour does 
a world view have social and political meaning. Ideology is therefore 
a specific political and social opinion; a well-defined, formulated, 
systematic set of goals and aims (the value dimension) and the 
means and methods of attaining them (the practical dimension). 
Ideology and programme are not only that systematic set of goals 
which seeks to formulate practical policy; they are also the inter­
mediate link between the world view and practical policy, between 
the perception of the world and reality. 

Political behaviour and methods are the ways and means whereby 
a group which possesses an ideology behaves within the political 
system, and the manner in which it tries to achieve its goals, while 
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setting a normative relationship between the 'desirable' and the 
'attainable', between the 'possible' and the 'impossible', between 
'expectations' and 'achievements'. 

The ideology and programme can be found in the formal platform 
of the party, in the discussions in party conferences, and so on. The 
Weltanschauung, the emotions behind politics and the repertoire of 
images and symbols, is to be found in newspapers, journals, books 
and other forms of verbal and/or written expression. An established 
Weltanschauung and ideology within an organized political frame­
work with a firm sense of identity, belonging and continuity, will 
create a strong, confident and effective political tradition. 

Such an ideological political tradition has existed within the 
Zionist Right for the past 60 years. This political tradition was strong 
enough to weather two generations of historical upheavals which 
changed the Jewish world and the position of the Jewish national 
movement inside it. The newcomers to the rightist camp during this 
period therefore joined a solid political tradition, and adopted its 
values and systems. In the course of our discussion we will deal with 
the question of whether the socio-cultural profile of the newcomers, 
or the joining of a new elite, caused a radical change in this tradition, 
or merely added new elements. 

* * * 

The guiding thesis of this study revolves around the three above­
mentioned concepts, in an effort to expose the continual tension 
between Weltanschauung, operative ideology and political and 
organizational behaviour. Revisionism was a national movement, 
and its Weltanschauung was therefore built upon an active national 
awareness - a striving towards the achievement of full Jewish inde­
pendence in historical Eretz Israel - and upon various nationalist 
symbols. This national awareness determined the attitude of the 
Right towards the different historical occurrences; the ideology and 
the political platform were efforts to translate this national aware­
ness into practical policy, and the political methods were intended 
as the instruments for influence and shaping the political reality in 
the light of the ideal. 

It is my view that the formal ideology of Revisionism was unable 
to provide a sufficient response to the active national awareness 
and nationalist Weltanschauung. This inner tension at times even 
existed in the world views and behaviour of individuals, first and 
foremost Ze' ev J abotinsky himself: the practical solutions which he 
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presented did not allow themselves to be translated into effective 
answers to the existing expectations and aspirations. As a result 
of this the nationalist Weltanschauung cast about for different 
solutions, and during the 1930s it developed a new operative ideo­
logy, as well as new instruments for the implementation of the 
solution and new types of behaviour. It often looked as if there 
existed a semantic resemblance between the Weltanschauung and 
the ideology, but here and there concepts and slogans such as 
'political action', 'revolution' , 'rebellion', and so forth, were 
invested with a different interpretation. Within the context of the 
historical process this tension between a nationalist Weltanschau­
ung and ideology and programme gave rise to a great deal of internal 
tension, setting into motion political processes in which the Welt­
anschauung became institutionalized in activities that were neither 
approved, nor guided by the organs of the movement. Eventually 
this resulted in the establishment of new and completely indepen­
dent organizations. In addition, the tensions within the movement 
resulted in the evolution of two different nationalist ideologies 
within the Right, accompanied by splits and schisms. I maintain that 
the creation of the new nationalist ideology and the development of 
the military organizations was the result of a clash between a 
Weltanschauung, which was first expressed in journalistic articles 
and poetry, as well as in a public attitude, and a formal and well­
defined ideology that was not merely a response to historical events, 
but also presented itself as a real alternative and a new political 
avenue. 

A discussion on world views and ideology rests on the assumption 
that the system of symbols and the deeply-rooted responses mould 
behavioural patterns, and that groups with different ideologies 
will have different aims, different expectations, and different 
behavioural norms. At the same time we may not forget that 
political behaviour,just as policy itself, is shaped by a wide variety of 
forces. The status of the Right within Zionism and Israeli society, its 
oppositional character, as well as its inner compulsions and collec­
tive personality, have greatly influenced the nature of its behaviour 
within the political system, quite apart from the fact that this 
behaviour has undergone changes in line with the evolution of the 
Right's status and tasks within this system [particularly its transition 
from political party to underground movement (1940-1948), and 
from opposition to ruling party (1977-1984)]. For this reason a 
political history cannot limit itself to a discussion of a symbol system 
and a formal ideology and programme, but should subject this 
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ideology (as well as the other components) to the test of actual 
practice. 

It is also important to remember that a political party in the 
context of Zionist history, the history of the Jewish community in 
mandatory Palestine (to a certain extent also in modem Israeli 
society) was forced to maintain different patterns of involvement 
and activity within the historical reality from those of the Right in 
other countries. For this reason we will find the Right (as well as the 
Left) deeply involved in education, in immigration activities, in the 
organization of military undergrounds, in economic ventures, and 
so on. The question remains whether these patterns of involvement 
and fields of activity of the Right were different from those of the 
Left, and to what extent these variations stemmed from their 
differences in character, ability, ideology and interests. 



PART ONE 

THE TERRITORY AND 
ORGANIZATION OF THE RIGHT -

POLITICAL HIS TOR Y 
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Introductory Remarks 

The term 'movement', by which connotation certain organizational 
streams in Zionism are identified, has come to express the differ­
ence between the overall character of a group and a mere political 
organization. A 'movement' is not just a political party; it is, in the 
Zionist context, a socio-political organization which also deals with 
education and settlement, as well as with social and defence activi­
ties. A 'movement' aims at the organization of its members for the 
fulfilment and implementation of a variety of tasks which exceed the 
party-political sphere. A 'movement' comprises not only a political 
party and its parliamentary faction, but also youth movements, 
trade unions and other enterprises in fields such as, for instance, 
settlement, culture and education. Revisionism was unable to 
separate itself from this built-in pattern of the leading Zionist 
movements. Although Revisionism set out as a faction of a political 
party, it soon turned into a movement with a similar structure to that 
of the Labour movement. As was the case in the Labour movement, 
the political system of the Right also had two constituent parts: the 
political party and the youth movement. At the same time the 
overall Zionist framework dictated binding patterns of organization 
and activities with regard, for instance, to electoral campaigning 
and the struggle for representation within the Jewish representative 
organs. Our main interest in the political and organizational history 
of the Right is to see how under the prevailing conditions it became 
organized, which of the various organizations claimed to express its 
ideology, and how the tensions between Weltanschauung, opera­
tive ideology and the patterns of political behaviour influenced the 
organizational history of the Right. 

I decided to start with a review of the organizational history, since 
our subject is nota history of ideas as such, but of ideas existing in a 
certain socio-political context, or - to put it differently - with the 
way in which existing ideas succeeded in finding a social body willing 
to adopt them and carry them towards their realization. 

JRM-8 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Territory of the Zionist 
Right: Origins and Historical 

Background 

The Scope of Geography and Time 

This book covers a specific period, namely the 25 years which 
elapsed between 1923/25 and 1948. This quarter century should not 
only be seen as the road leading towards a Jewish state, or the 
formative period of the Israeli Right after 1948. It should also 
be regarded as a specific historical period in its own right. The 
emergence of a Right wing within the Jewish national movement 
was one of the major and most crucial reactions to the situation and 
status of the Jews between the two world wars, both in Europe and in 
Eretz Israel under the mandatory regime. The Right was one of the 
responses to the overall situation of the Jews in the modem society, 
evolving in an era between war and revolution; between war and the 
Holocaust; and between Communism and nationalism. 

Geographically, these developments span a wide area. The 
intellectual cradle of the Zionist Right stood in pre-revolutionary 
Russia; its broad demographic base was located in Poland and the 
Baltic states, after these states regained their independence. Here, 
too, we find its cultural roots as a mass movement that mobilized the 
middle class to its ranks. The focus of its aspirations and actions was 
Eretz Israel, which at the time was ruled by the British mandatory 
regime, whereas its political and diplomatic centres were located 
in London, Paris, Geneva, Warsaw and various other European 
capitals. Its branches were scattered all the way from the shores of 
the Baltic to South Africa, and even Harbin in China. The emphasis 
of this book will by necessity be on those centres which played 
pivotal roles in the history of the Right, rather than on the broader 
periphery. 
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The period under discussion witnessed a number of sweeping 
historical events, which did much to influence the development and 
shaping of the Right. Throughout the book these events will be 
mentioned insofar as they formed a turning point, or were instru­
mental in determining the course of events. The Russian October 
Revolution, which severed the large and vibrant Russian Zionist 
movement from world Zionism, was regarded by the Zionist Right 
as the biggest threat the Jewish people and Jewish nationalism had 
ever faced. In contrast to many other Zionist currents, the Right 
never had much faith in the New World which the Revolution was 
supposed to herald. The Right regarded both the Revolution and 
Soviet Russia itself as exponents of totalitarian barbarism and active 
and powerful anti-Semitism. The establishment of the new national 
states in Eastern and Central Europe was at first also seen as a 
negative development, since the nationalism prevailing in these 
states was tainted with anti-Semitic elements. There was every 
reason to fear that nationalism and national etatism would look 
upon the Jewish minority as an alien growth that would have to be 
suppressed. 1 

However, following the signing of the Minority Treaties, and 
the consolidation of the newly-independent European states, the 
Revisionists came to believe that the Jewish populations and the 
Jewish national movement might have the best of both worlds. Not 
only would they enjoy equal political and national rights, as pro­
vided under the law, but they would also be able to continue 
cultivating the Zionist nationalist Gegenwartarbeit. Jabotinsky, for 
instance, described Latvia as an oasis of moderate nationalism, 
with a markedly positive attitude towards minorities. Post-1926 in­
dependent Poland under the leadership of Pilsudski was described 
in a similar positive vein.2 Unfortunately the historical develop­
ments between the two world wars failed to justify this optimism, 
and the Zionist Right thrived despite its difficulty to reconcile its 
deep appreciation of the nature of Eastern and Central European 
nationalism - particularly because of its opposition to Communism 
- on the one hand, and a deep fear of its profound and aggressive 
anti-Semitism, on the other. For this reason the rise to power of the 
Nazis in Germany at the beginning of 1933, and the death of Marshal 
J6zef Pilsudski, the Polish leader, in the summer of 1935, may be 
seen as turning points in the attitude of the Revisionist movement as 
regards its evaluation of the situation and the fate of European 
Jewry. 'Breaking points' might be a better description, actually, in 
the sense that they spelled an end to the hopes of an autonomous 
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national existence within the framework of the new national states 
in Europe. 

The changes in British policy in the Middle East, both in Eretz 
Israel and in the Arab world as a whole, were formative events as 
well, and they proved the main catalysts for the formulation of 
fundamentally different points of view, and the evolution and 
internalization of certain fundamentals of the Weltanschauung of 
the Right, in particular its radical nationalism and extreme attitude 
towards the Arabs. In the course of this book we will time and again 
be confronted with the formative influences of the Arab riots of 
1929, the Arab revolt during the years 1936--1939, the provisions of 
the White Paper of May 1939 and, of course, Great Britain's policies 
during World War II and the Holocaust. These were dramatic and 
even traumatic events, which were interpreted, often with justifica­
tion, as apocalyptic and catastrophic, in which capacity they helped 
to shape and determine the response of the Right as a whole. 

The Background: the Stage is Set 

In the next chapter we shall deal at length with the organizational 
and political history of Revisionism. It is important therefore to 
consider the specific political and social conditions prevailing in the 
arenas in which the Zionist Right operated. Of course these were 
not confined to the Right, since in fact the entire Zionist movement, 
including all its constituent parties, was subject to the very same 
conditions. Even so it is important to mention this crucial aspect, 
since ideologies do not function in a vacuum, but within the frame­
work of the available means and possibilities. 

During the mandatory period the Zionist Right did not operate 
within the framework of a sovereign Jewish society. Also in the 
Eastern European Diaspora the Right was only one of the Jewish 
Zionist parties competing for the attention of the Jewish public. 
Politically, its struggle was not aimed at taking the reins of govern­
ment, but at achieving influence and representation with the exist­
ing sovereign government and its agencies, as well as achieving a 
position of power within the representative bodies of the Zionist 
movement. The instruments of this struggle were by necessity 
limited to propaganda, educational activity and political organiza­
tion. In other words, the activities of the Zionist Right in Europe 
evolved within independent, non-Jewish states, and were, by their 
very nature, incapable of influencing either the structure, or the 
economic life-style of the Jewish Diaspora society in any way. The 
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imitation of the political and organizational patterns, as well as the 
nationalist motives of the European national parties, insofar as it 
was tried, influenced the internal character of the Right and its 
ideology, but without the same results.3 

The arena in mandatory Palestine was equally beset with 
numerous restrictions.4 Here too the Right did not operate within an 
independent Jewish national society; the struggle for government 
inside the yishuv - the Jewish community - was of a fundamentally 
different character from the struggle for political rule within an 
independent state, and the tools which could be employed in this 
struggle were therefore severely limited. The British mandatory 
authorities permitted street demonstrations, public gatherings, 
strike action, and so forth, but any attempts to take over the 
government by force, or to organize a putsch or a public uprising, 
were out of the question. 

Theoretically, for instance, it would have been possible to 
advocate a dictatorship or one-party system, but actually carrying 
out a putsch or a civil uprising was an impossibility. Similarly any 
efforts to force through changes in the political structure of the 
representative organs of the Zionist movement or of the yishuv had 
to be ruled out. 

Another factor severely limiting the ability of the Right as a 
political party to effect far-reaching changes in the economic and 
social structure of the Jewish community in Palestine was the 
mandatory government's control of most sectors of the economy: it 
was the legislative and executive authority, and its policies were 
determined in London, rather than by the Zionist movement. 

Nevertheless, both in Palestine and in Poland, the political 
struggles between the Right and the Left within the respective 
Jewish communities showed several striking similarities. The Polish 
government granted substantial freedom of action to the Zionist 
political parties operating within the independent Polish state. The 
mandatory government maintained a low profile as regards its 
involvement in the internal life of the yishuv.5 This enabled the 
Zionist movements in both countries - despite their totally different 
characters - to keep up an intensive level of political activity, and to 
create two autonomous Jewish societies: the Jewish Zionist public 
in Poland, and the Jewish community in mandatory Palestine. 

It should be remembered that the European Right acted with­
in established national societies and within the framework of 
sovereign states, whereas the Zionist Right functioned within an 
autonomous voluntary communal framework. Its principal objec-
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tive, which the Right shared with Zionism as a whole, was the 
establishment of a national Jewish society in Eretz Israel. However, 
the historical goal, the circumstances, and the instruments which a 
movement has at its disposal are no less, and possibly more, 
important factors than its declared ideological contents, which 
merely serves to create a world view and self-image, and to shape 
and evaluate a certain reality. The nature of the historical frame­
work and the available instruments determine the possibilities and 
the restraints confronting a political movement in the fulfilment of 
its goals and desires. 

The Intellectual Arena 

The ideas of the leading personalities in the Zionist Right, some of 
whom have achieved greater renown than others, were not merely 
shaped by the Zeitgeist, but also by the impact of specific con­
temporary ideological doctrines about which they learned either 
from personal experience, or through others. Quite a number of the 
prominent figures of the Zionist Right were alumni or students of 
various European universities. (Professor Joseph Klausner was a 
~aduate of Heidelberg; Ze'ev Jabotinsky had studied at Bern and 
Rome, and various other universities; Abba Achimeir and Israel 
Scheib (Eldad) were graduates from Vienna, and so forth.) Study­
ing their writings enables us to identify their respective direct and 
indirect sources of inspiration and intellectual knowledge. It is far 
more difficult to trace the development of the Weltanschauung and 
ideology of the movement as a whole. There is no doubt that various 
literary minds had a seminal influence on the movement - in the first 
place Jabotinsky himself, who is regarded as its spiritual father, or at 
least as the originator of most of its ideas. Even so there is an easily 
discernible ideological continuity from the nationalism of the 
l880s, in other words the ideas that were born during the period of 
the Hibbat Zion (Lovers of Zion) movement and the Ha-Tehiah 
('Revival') era in modem Hebrew literature, as well as from the 
Zionism of Herzl and of his period, which were developed or given a 
new emphasis by the Revisionist movement. 

The intellectual territory of the Zionist Right is highly eclectic. In 
it were represented influences of Western European Positivism 
(through Jabotinsky and Achimeir), of the Russian Slavophilic 
School, Polish messianic nationalism, German neo-Romanticism, 
and influences of Nietzsche and Spengler, as well as of other 
currents and sub-currents, all of which were placed in a Zionist 
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context. The Right also reveals clear traces of the philosophies of 
Achad Ha'am, Berdichevski, Herzl and Nordau, in addition to 
which Revisionism was of course profoundly influenced by its 
particular interpretation of the Jewish cultural tradition. We are 
therefore faced with a multi-varied and contradictory world which, 
despite itself, succeeded in creating a specific intellectual and 
ideological tradition. The question which has to be examined here is 
therefore how this tradition came into being, and how its various 
elements were joined, and welded into a unified intellectual 
structure, which in turn was translated into a political ideology. 

Is there a Revisionist Ideology? 

At this point we may ask ourselves whether Revisionism possessed 
an ideology. This may sound a rather strange question about a 
movement known for its ideological dogmatism, so that we should 
try and provide an answer. 

When the founders of Ha-Zohar formulated their platform 
during the years 1923-1925, they were thinking of an operative 
Zionist programme rather than creating a new type of national 
ideology. All the main points in their programme were of a prag­
matic, operative nature. Some of them were taken from the existing 
repertoire of Zionist plans, which for some reason or other had 
never before been included in a comprehensive programme of any 
other political party. The term 'ideology' was regarded as belonging 
to the intellectual world of the 'Left'. On the other hand, when 
in 1923 J abotinsky met with the nationalist youngsters who had 
founded Betar, he did not merely offer them an operative political 
programme consisting of a few simple points, but tried to imbue 

. them with an activist national consciousness, a national awareness, 
and a national cultural ethos. He believed that the Betar members 
were not so much in need of an ideology, as of a strong historical 
consciousness - a Weltanschauung. After all, Betar was intended to 
be a Lebenswelt, a spiritual home for its members in the Diaspora, as 
well as an organized cadre for training those who were to take part in 
the future national and political struggle. Betar as a movement was 
regarded as more expressive of a state of mind, a collective psycho­
logy, than of an ideology. J abotinsky portrayed the nationalist 
Jewish youngsters who joined the ranks of Betar in the idealistic and 
rhetorical terms customary in romantic national movements. His 
descriptions are reminiscent of, for instance, the lines of Mickiewicz 
famous 'Ode to Youth' ('Together, young friends'), a poem written 
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in Kovno, in which he calls upon Polish youth to wake up and unite in 
order to build a new world. In this light it is not surprising that the 
meeting in Riga inspired Jabotinsky to write 'A Timely Poem', 
apparently intended as an anthem, an important attribute for a 
youth movement that needed appropriate songs for all kinds of 
important occasions. The colours about which he talked in this 
Farben Lied were blue, gold and white, and its symbolic national 
heroes were the Maccabees. It described youth as the flywheel of 
history, and boyhood as the motor propelling the ship towards vistas 
of ideals and vibrant vitality. 6 

When Jabotinsky met in Riga with the members of the Jewish 
student association Ha-Hasmonai - a meeting with far-reaching 
consequences, about which we will have more to say in the next 
chapter - he saw before him a new type of national Jew. These 
students did not necessarily accept the political principles which 
J abotinsky expounded because they believed in their immediate 
realization, but mainly because they satisfied them, and matched 
their nationalist mood. Jabotinsky, on his part, was particularly 
surprised by the active and uninhibited national awareness of the 
Riga group. He described it as fundamentally identical to any other 
national[ist] student group in its immediate (Polish, Latvian or 
German) environment. He envisioned a new kind of nationalist 
'Hebrew' Jew, a kind of Jewish gentile possessed of an overall 
national culture. According to J abotinsky, these nationalistic and 
idealistic Jewish students were in every respect the same as the 
gentile nationalist students, but they did not shy away from 'the 
hypnotic influence of external forms and traditions', and from 
joining the student fraternities and orders (Bundeswerde). They 
even drank beer and fought duels! This was a conscious effort on his 
part to reconstruct a Jewish national existence on the model of 
a neighbouring nationalism. The ideal of an active, committed 
nationalism, untainted by any universalist and socialist ideas (the 
latter in view of the fear of the enemy Soviet Communist neighbour) 
became the focus of the efforts to mould a nationalist Jewish youth 
trying to create for himself a full and satisfying national world, even 
if - at least not in the foreseeable future - he possessed neither a 
homeland, nor an independent country he could call his own. 

The above explains the emphasis on character building (Bildung) 
in Betar. This utopian moulding of both the internal and the external 
personalities of the Jewish nationalist youth was based on the ethos 
of hadar ('splendour', or 'glory'), an idealized code of behaviour, 
reflected mainly in conduct and aesthetics, which showed clear signs 
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of having been copied bodily from the norms of the environment, 
and which was grafted as a 'closed system' onto the Jewish national 
culture and society. Jabotinsky's utopian ideas of the 'new Jew' 
corresponded on many points with those of Herzl. Both saw the Jew 
as trying to shed his ghetto garb, and simultaneously struggling 
against assimilation (a form of inner ghetto), in an effort to rehabili­
tate his image and restore his dignity, both as an individual, and 
as a contemporary person with a nation behind him - all this 
with the incorporation of archaic as well as modern and even 
utopian elements. Herzl himself was the perfect model of the 'new 
Jew'.7 

On the face of it, the new movement that was born here expressed 
a mood, whereas its programme was limited in contents. However, 
Revisionism was not an idealistic and romantic youth movement, or 
a mere political faction, and for this reason it devoted endless 
discussions to the question of whether the movement should have a 
binding ideology on all kinds of issues, particularly in the social 
and religious cultural field. Some claimed that the movement did 
possess such a comprehensive and binding ideology, whereas others 
made a case for pluralism on any subjects that were not of a 'purely 
nationalist nature'. 'Revisionism', wrote J.B. Schechtman, 'is a 
political movement, pure and simple, which takes a purely neutral 
stance in religious and social matters'. 8 J abotinsky himself, when 
referring to the subject of ideology, at times talked about a detailed 
and systematic platform outlining a distinct action programme 
concerning the areas of Zionist fulfilment, and at times about a 
'world view', in the sense of a definition of the intrinsic roots of 
Jewishness in the widest sense. In the 'Idea of Betar' of 1934, in 
which he tried to define the general outlook of Betar, he commented 
that a collective world view could not be the outcome of theoretical 
deliberations and formulations of ideals; it could only emerge 
spontaneously from the collective experience of the nation - in 
other words as a response to historical challenges taking the shape of 
a 'national character' and a binding normative system. In this sense 
the aim of Jewish nationalism was to achieve for the Jewish people a 
national territory, a homeland of their own, in which they would be 
free to organize themselves as they desired, and to lead their lives 
without being subjected to any outside pressures or influences. 
Despite this, J abotinsky did not content himself with formulating 
draft platforms or incidental ideas in scattered newspaper articles. 
Instead he made a serious effort (for instance in his articles on 
'Economic Theory') to formulate a broad and comprehensive world 
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view, to try and meet the demand for what he called a scientific 
theory of Zionism. 

Most Revisionists never doubted, however, that Revisionism 
possessed a detailed and comprehensive ideology covering any 
and all subjects, and that its world view formed a closed system 
providing satisfactory answers to all questions, and as such was 
capable of creating a self-evident national Jewish world. More than 
this, most of them had no doubt as to where the questions and the 
answers on virtually all these subjects were to be found: in the 
writings of Jabotinsky. Jabotinsky's articles, in particular those 
written during the 1920s and 1930s, were familiar to any con­
temporary reader. Party meetings, political discussions and news­
paper articles were all devoted to the creation of an overall 
ideology. 

Two Faces of the Right 

Two ideological and political axioms distinguished the Revisionist 
movement from other political movements and parties within Zion­
ism: the principle of the absolute and unconditional territorial 
integrity of Eretz Israel, and the principle of an openly-proclaimed 
desire to establish a sovereign state on that territory by political or 
military means. This is not to say that other Zionist circles did not at 
one time or another hold similar principles, or did not act to achieve 
them, but merely means that Revisionism and the Zionist Right 
were the only Zionist school whose position was firmly rooted in 
these axioms, and who never deviated from them for any political 
reason whatsoever. 

It should be stressed once more, however, that a common defini­
tion of objectives (a Jewish state in Eretz Israel), or even a common 
definition of the ways and means by which these are to be realized, 
do not necessarily require a common intellectual and cultural basis, 
or, for that matter, identical visions and goals. The communality of 
ideas which existed within the Right was achieved by means of a 
consensus on certain major issues, but simultaneously there existed 
within the Right a wide gap between two widely different world 
views. During the 1930s Revisionism was divided into an 'old' 
Revisionism and a 'new' Revisionism, which was radical and 
messianic. 

The division I have attempted is by necessity schematic, and 
disregards many subtle shadings of opinion and permutations, in 
addition to which I have accentuated contrasts for the sake of a 
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clearer analysis. To some extent the division runs between the 
'Westernism' and 'Slavophilism' in the Russian intellectual world 
of the second half of the nineteenth century. Both camps were 
characterized by deep controversies on numerous fundamental 
questions, and reflected two different utopias. 9 

The division into 'Westernized' Jews and 'autarkic', or 
'authentic' Jews is not only arbitrary, but erroneous. Jabotinsky 
indeed openly and consciously borrowed ideas from European 
thinkers and philosophical schools, and his thinking betrayed 
historical-positivist and rationalist tendencies, but at times he 
dressed these up for pragmatic reasons in what he called 'Jewish 
philosophy'. The nationalist messianic current declared itself 
wholly anchored in an independent and authentic set of Jewish 
terms of reference, free of any influences alien to the Jewish spirit. 
However, a division of subjects with a common European-Jewish 
spiritual cultural background into absolute categories of 'European 
ideas' versus' Jewish ideas' is not always a real historical distinction. 
Even so it can easily be shown that there are not only parallelisms 
and similarities, but also mutual influences and borrowings between 
'Jewish-autarky', and the German idealist philosophical school, 
Russian Idealism and Polish messianic nationalism, to mention only 
the most important. All of the latter also claimed autarkic values for 
their particular world-views. Even so this deliberate rejection of 
certain 'European categories' does not mean that those concerned 
did not avail themselves of other European categories. On the 
contrary, those who opposed the rationalist and liberal foundations 
in Jabotinsky's thinking, speaking in the name of 'Jewish culture' 
instead, in the final analysis applied the same categories of criticism 
and 'utopian' characterization as used by the romanticists and 
mysticists of the European conservative tradition. In my opinion the 
messianic Right availed itself of European categories to define and 
interpret the elements of the 'new Jewish history and culture'. In the 
second part of this book I will devote considerable space to a 
discussion of these two aspects of the Right from the intellectual 
point of view. 

The East European Background 

We have already mentioned how Betar and Ha-Zohar were able to 
gain momentum and flourish in the climate of the new national 
states of Eastern Europe. These states formed the intimate environ­
ment in which their national and political culture had been shaped. 


