14 First Encounters:
East European Jewry Discovers
Pre-Balfour England

YAACOV SHAVIT

‘Ashkenaz — Thought; England — Action; France - Pleasure.’
Mortis Vinchevsky (Benzion Novakhovichi),
‘A Letter from the Diaspora’, HaKol, 27:4, 1879'

"Their modern culture is of no importance, empty

and frivolous are their periodicals, and yet spirituality is
not lacking for the more spiritual among them: the legacy of
generations — Byron and Shakespeare, Shelley and Carlyle.’
Yosef Haim Brenner?

Professor David Vital’s second published book, The Making of British
Foreign Policy (1968), analysed the mechanisms involved in shaping
British foreign policy. Long before that, because the Balfour
Declaration committed England to support for a Jewish national
home in Palestinc and Britain’s League of Nations mandate gave it
responsibility for governing the Holy Land, Zienist leaders during
the interwar period were very interested in Iéarning how British
foreign policy was determined. For example, in 1930, Chaim
Arlosoroff wrote an article entitled ‘The Colonial Office’ based on
Sir George V. Fiddes’s 1926 book The Doniinions and the Coloinial
Office, one of the volumes in his Whitchall Series. Arlosoroff also
translated into Hebrew Barth Williams’s book, The British Empire (in
Hebrew, 1930). It is obvious, then, that the early shaping of pre-
Zionist Jewish attitudes to England seems particularly appropriate
to this jubilee book.

In his satirical novel, The Travels of Benjamin the Third, published
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in 1896, Mendele Mokher Seforim (Shalom Jacob Abramowitsch)
describes a conversation between idlers sitting in a house of study
in the city of Zalmona, where two travellers, Benjamin and Sandril,
the heroes of the story, arrive in the midst of the 1853-56 Crimean
War. The men in the house of study (Bet midrash) exchange items of
news and rumours of events in the big world. They tell wondrous
tales about ‘Lady Vita, the world-renowned Queen Victoria, praise
her exceedingly for her ingenuity and wisdom, and find great
purpose in all her deeds’, and in the marvels of the ‘machines of
England’.

There is, of course, no reason to wonder at the fact that reports
about Queen Victoria and the industrial revolution penetrated as
far as small Jewish towns in Eastern Europe in the 1850s. But it is
clear that if this conversation had taken place a decade or two later,
the men in the house of study would have known a great deal more
about England. This additional information would result from the
expanded horizons of geographical and historical knowledge of the
‘average’ contemporary Jew in Eastern Europe insofar as the world
at large was concerned, including remote countries like England
and far more distant ones.?

My intention is not to review the information about events in
England and the British Empire received by Jewish newspaper
readers in Eastern Europe during the mid-nineteenth century but to
examine how these same Jews formed an opinion about England
and whether the resulting image played any part, first in shaping
their modern consciousness and later in affecting political deci-
SLORS.

As is well known, German culture was the non-Jewish culture
which played a key role in the modernization of Jewish conscious-
ness. Alongside it, France and French culture served as a ‘secondary
model’, according to Isracl Bartal’s definition. He describes France
as a political model, for instance, towards which the Jew had an
ambivalent attitude. Certain ideas of French origin were absorbed
into Jewish society, generally in an indirect manner, and various
literary models were adopted by Jewish authors.' Besides the fact
that political ideas, originating in the France of the Enlightenment
and the Revolution, and of later generations, reverberated widely,
France also had a real presence in the culture of the higher classes
in Eastern Europe; and some elements of French culture (first and
foremost, a knowledge of French) passed from them to small circles
in the Jewish community.
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But what of England? Was she, too, a ‘secondary model’?

Unquestionably, the ideas of English and Scottish philosophers
were widely disseminated in Eastern Europe, where the educated
Jew of the mid-nineteenth century would have heard the ideas of
John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham, of Charles Darwin and
Herbert Spencer,® Thomas Carlyle, Thomas Henry Buckle, John
William Draper,*® and other English thinkers. Each of them influ-
enced the Russian or the Pelish intelligentsia in general, and also
had a profound effect on some members of the Jewish intelligentsia
in particular” An educated Jewish public might very well have read
English literature in translation - from Shakespeare and Byron to
Dickens and Oliver Goldsmith, and others® But English culture,
aside from philosophy and literature, had a very limited presence,
and hence could only serve as a ‘marginal’ — not a “secondary’ -
model for the East European Jew.

Nonetheless, the image of England formed in the minds of the
Jewish reading public in Eastern Europe is not a marginal chapter
in describing how the Jewish knowledge of the world was shaped
in modern times. A discussion of this topic does not merely consti-
tute an academic study of the connection between the development
of available knowledge, transmitted through various agents (the
press, rumours and the like), or the formation of images and
perceptions on any given subject. Despite England’s marginal
status, the attitude towards it in the Jewish press reflects the way in
which Jews learned about the contemporary world and formulated
an opiunion about the forces acting in it. Needless to say, England’s
central and determining status in the contemporary world - as a
power in the Europcan constellation; as a world-embracing empire,
with deeply rooted interests "in the Middle East (including
Palestine); as the generator of the industrial refolution and a formi-
dable industrial power; as a constitutional monarchy and a
parliamentary democracy which granted Jews full political rights;
and as a destination for Jews emigrating from the east — could not
help but arouse a desire to know as much as possible, to understand
her nature, the secret of her strength, what made her unique and the
way in which she operated. '

The activity of English philanthropists and gentile Zionists in the
second half of the nineteenth century, expressed in the aid given to
the Jews of Eastern Europe and the millenarian ideas of the
redemption of the Land of Israel which arose during that period
also arouscd interest in the nature of the mother country in the
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organizations involved in these movements. Towards the end of the
nineteenth century and up to the First World War, this interest grew
once Herzlian Zionist diplomacy made England a target country
and even obtained her agreement to establishing a Jewish settle-
ment in Uganda. As expectations of England incrcased, intercst in
that country became less theoretical and more pragmatic.

In order to know what one could expect, it was desirable to
know as much as possible about the object of these cxpectations,
Having said this, I nevertheless believe that had it not been for the
Balfour Declaration and British rule over Palestine after the First
World War, the perception or image of England, and the recon-
struction of the development of knowledge about her, as well as the
attitude adopted towards her, would have been relegated to the
sidelines of historical interest. The facts that the destiny of Zionism
is closely and fatefully bound up with Britain and that Britain ruled
Palestine from 1918 to 1948 are what make the attitude of East
European Jews towards England so important. In other words,
since knowledge about England had already developed before
1917, it was not a totally strange land to the Jews; they already had
certain images of it as well as certain expectations.

By no means was this a negative view from the outset, one that
engendered a suspicious or hostile attitude towards England. Nor
was it an image that made her into a negative political model? 1t is
true that the Zionist attitude towards England was often mingled
with harsh criticism. Those adhering to socialist (and Marxist) views
were critical of British capitalism and the status of workers in
England. So, too, were they opposed to British imperialism and its
treatment of the populations it ruled imperially. However, in general,
East European Jews had a positive attitude towards England. One
might even describe it as one of sympathy and admiration.

This positive attitude endured in Zionist public opinion in
Europe and in Palestine, with certain exceptions, until nearly the
mid-1940s, namely until the period of the Yishuv's ‘struggle’ against
British rule in Palestine. Only then did an Anglophobic attitude
begin to develop within certain cixcles. Although from the end of
1944 the majority did consider England a political ecnemy, it did not
develop a hostile attitude towards her or her culture. The hostile, at
times acrimonious, views voiced by public opinion in Palestine
from 1944 to 1948 should not gloss over the fact that the greater part
of this public clearly appreciated, even admired, several traits
regarded as characteristic of Great Britain.
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In any event, the fundamental difference between knowledge
about England and the way it was understood before 1917 and after
is clear. Until 1917 the knowledge was thcoretical, and the image
was of a distant political society and an unknown culture. After
1917, it became nothing less than critical to understand England
and its image.

Zionist politics and statesmanship were largely based on the
views and images Zionist leaders had of the nature of English polit-
ical culture, the way England’s dominant mechanisms operated, the
interests that drove the country, and what characterized the
‘English mentality’ — both in England itself and in the officialdom
that conducted British imperial rule overseas.

From 1917 onwards, there was daily contact with English poli-
tics and English political culture by permanent Zionist
representatives in London and Jerusalem; the ties to English culture
were not only direct but also tangible as a result of Britain’s rule and
presence in Palestine. After 1917 we are no longer referring to an
attitude towards ‘spiritual England’,”® namely, towards "high British
culture’ expressed in political principles, philosophical ideas and
belles-lettres. Tt becomes an attitude towards ‘concrete’ England:
towards patterns of government and administration, rules of
conduct and lifestyle as expressed in Palestine, as well as ties and
attitudes to various aspects of English culture (film, sport, popular
culture and the like). Jewish socicty in Palestine was introduced to
all these elements as a result of the growing number of its members
who studied and knew English, and the open, receptive nature of
the cultural market in Palestine, which e¢nabled the importation of
books, films, and the like.

The process by which knowledge of the ‘other” expands into an
image, or a repertoire of stereotypes, is dynapic and complex. As
we shall see, a great deal of news about Englatd and events taking
place in that country was published by the Jewish press in Eastern
Europe, often accompanied by commentary. This commentary
stemmed from preconceived images and, at one and the same time,
created and disseminated new images in turn. The news from
England - and about England - was part of the ongoing reporting
about events in the world, while the images reflected understand-
ing and interpretation, which created a conventional pattern. Often,
the image is more influential than the knowledge because it deter-
mines an a priori altitude towards the imagined object, and
sometimes also dictates modes of action and behaviour towards it,
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which, as noted, was important mainly in relation to Shaping
Zionist policy years later, at the time of the British mandate.

The news sections of the Jewish press reported on numerous
subjects, while the editorials selected a particular dimension, usable
both in determining a stance towards the overafl East Eutopean
socicty and in debating the desirable character of the Jewish society.
England, as the ‘other’, was a multifaceted entity, and the Jews who
wrote about it were able to discern four major facets. They saw
England as: a distinctive political culture and a unique political tradi-
tion in contrast to the continental countries, including the special
tradition of English liberalism on the one hand, and of English
socialism on the other; the ruler of an empire; a land of singular
culture; and the birthplace of the industrial revolution and the lead-
ing power in international trade and commerce. From the 1920s
onwards, an attempt was also made by some Zionist writers to
explain the riddle of the English character and single out its partic-
ular traits. In addition to these four emphases, great attention was
devoted to the special and inspiring history of Jewish emancipation
in England.

In terms of the time and place — East European Jewry in the
Enlightenment era of proto-nationalism until the emergence of the
Zionist movement in the late 1880s — the Jews formulated animage
and a stance towards each of the four or five major facets on the
basis of the admittedly only fragmentary, sometimes superficial,
knowledge at their disposal, but also according to how they might
be able to use this accumulated knowledge in their own local and
distinctively internal Jewish context. Regarding the latter, the
images and knowledge found expression in the manner in which
England was used as a role model and how various Jewish writers
hoped to learn lessons and derive inspiration from it.

Two brief methodical comments are necessary at this point:

1. A group of quotations taken from the press, periodicals and
philosophical observations as well as from correspondence
provides information about the views of the writers, but cannot
represent those of the public. When we speak of a perception, we
ave referring to an image expressed in the writings of a very
small group within the public-at-large. Yet it is entirely reason-
able to assume that the articles regularly published in the daily
press —journalistic writings and literature — were read by a large
public as their major source of information and had to have had
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some influence in shaping the perceptions and understanding of
at least large segments of this public. At the very least, readers
took the object — England - and transformed it from a distant,
unfamiliar land and culture into a fairly well-known one, so that
the later encounter with her politics and statesmanship, officials,
army, and various sections of her culture was not an encounter
with Awnglia incognita.”

2. Educated Jewish iaskilim and the Jewish intelligentsia could
garner information from the press in languages such as Russian
or German {a knowledge of English was not widespread among
East European Jews), from literature written in these languages
and from translations of English literature into these languages.
But there is no way to reconstruct the sources of their knowledge
— with the exception of several testimonies about the manner in
which they read English philosophical literature, or about it. On
the other hand, again, we can 1'easonab1y assume that the aver-
age Jewish reader gained most of his knowledge from the press
and literature in Hebrew or Yiddish. What was written in them
therefore constituted for most Jews their window on the world -
and the prism through which they looked out at that external,
often exotic and uncharted world.

The weekly, Ha-Maggid (The Dectaver), the first Hebrew news-
paper and mouthpicce of moderate Haskainh and Jewish
proto-Zionism in Eastern Europe from the 1850s to the 1980s, was
founded in 1856, the year in which the Crimean War ended. Its
continued to appear until 1903. It was published in the Prussian
city of Lyck on the Russian-East Prussian border, then for two
years in Berlin, and then, until closure, under the name Ha-Maggid
Ha’chadash {The New Declarer), in Cracow. Hehcee, while most of its
readers were subjects of the tsarist empire, in practice it never came
under the scrutinizing eye of the tsar’s censor. Still, because most
of the papet’s readers lived in Russia, and Prussia was itself an
autocratic state, the journalists freedom to write what they wished
was vestricted in more subtle ways. Its editors, for example, prac-
tised seif-censorship on any item of a critical nature velating to
Russia and autocratic Prussia. On the other hand, this did not
preclude their praising parliamentary democracy in England, so
that these words of commendation were an indirect way of criti-
cizing, by unfavourable comparison, the autocratic regimes in
Russia and Prussia.
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The number of the paper’s subscribers ranged, according to
various estimates, from 400 to 2,000, although the number of its
reacders was much greater. Ha-Maggid was, therefore, a central fount
of information about events in the Jewish world and in the world at
large for Hebrew readers in Eastern Europe. The paper translated
telegraphic items of news received from London which were
frequently edited swmmaries of news published in The Times of
London. In its worldview, too, the paper ardently supported
Western Europe’s first and foremost nation, England. Disseminated
worldwide, the weekly also served as a harbinger of proto-nation-
alist ideas. In this way, the information and images Ha-Maggid
created and disseminated were, on the one hand, a part-modern-
ization of the process Jewish public opinion in Eastern Burope was
undergoing and, on the other, contributed to the very development
of the process Ttself.” From its first issues, the paper devoted space
to reports about England as part of its political reviews of world
events, and several times devoted editorials to England. I will not
examine the current news the paper published, but will sum up the
basic images of England that are reflected in its issties over a period
of nearly half-a-century.

Another source of information available to the educated Hebrew
reader from the 1860s onwards was Kalman Schulman’s popular
universal history. Schulman (1819-99), the most outstanding popu-
larizer of Hebrew literature in_the sccond half of the nineteenth
century, made an immense contribution to the development of the
East European Hebrew reader’s knowledge of the world - past and
present — since his books sold in several editions and were enor-
mously popular.” In his six-volume work, Divrer yemei olan (World
History) (Vilna, 1867-84), adapted [rom a German source,
Schulman devoted a great deal of space to the history of England,
from the mjd-twelfth century to the early 1880s. For instance, in his
book Sefer mosadel eretz (A Geography Book) (Vilna, 1875) he
included a detailed description of governance in England.

On the pages of Ho-Maggid and in Schulman’s book, England
was portrayed as a model of political rule and political culture.
Government in England was the antithesis of the absolutist
regimes in Russia and Prussia, as well as of the tradition of the
French Revolution. England’s democratic form of government
placed her “at the highest point among all the peoples of the globe’
— an exemplar for them (together with the political system in the
United States).
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On 10 July 1862, the newspaper wrote:

Yes, dear reader, this House of Comumons is an ideal exemplar
for the entire universe, a beacon for many nations to follow in
its light and path. And the earth will be full of knowledge and
justice as the waters cover the sea. Not merely do the British
legislators show their concern for their own people, but they
arc the benefactors of other peoples as well, for as their own
people’s strength grows, so do the happiness and welfare of
others.

The civil liberties of every citizen — including the Jewish citizen -
are assured. Unlike in other countries, government ministers are
elected by DParliament and need its support.” Members of
Parliament have the right to respond to the Queen’s speech at the
annual opening session of the Parliament — something unthinkable
in tsarist Russia. Schulman writes: “All those familiar with the
customs of England will cover her with praise, and indeed she is
deserving of praise, for she lays judgement by a plumb-line and
righteousness by a plummet’."” Even the king himself is not above
the law in England, Schulman writes. Since King Charles I tried to
undermine the Magna Carta, Schulman does notcriticize the Puritan
revolution as he so harshly does the French Revolution.' The
reason is simple: the French Revolution brought the mob to power,
whereas the Puritan revolution was followed by the restoration of
the monarchy and the supremacy of law. England, in Schulman’s
cyes, is the very embodiment of democracy, while the prosperity
and strength she enjoys are directly attributed to the political and
civil freedom prevailing in that Jand.

Ha-Maggid and Schulman did not marvel oply at the processes of
English government but also at the country’s democratic political
culture, wherein the principles of liberty and justice were put into
practice and the rights of the citizen anchored in a long-standing
historical tradition:

Here, in the [ree land of England, judgement prevails in the
market place, and truth and justice lodge in the streets. Here
the small and the large are judged alike, and a member of no
faith is given precedence over a member of another.

lgnoring the Puritan revolution, both stressed the fact that this
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political cultnre had developed in an evolutionary manner, without
its traditional institutions being destroyed. In a formulation also
accepted by the Russian intelligentsia, Ha-Maggid and Schulman
created an interdependence between the political form of govern-
ment in England and its industrial-technological progress,
international trade (‘the peddler of the nations’), and the material
wealth endowing her with political power and greatness. England
was a blessed land that had become the cradle of progress.

It is interesting that neither Hr-Mnaggid nor Schilman devoted
any space to a description of the condition of the working class in
England or to the negative aspects of English capitalism. The poet
and man-of-tetters, Judah Lecib Levin (Yahalel, 1844-1925), in
contrast, was well aware of England’s dual nature. In a letter in
April 1883, he wrote: "You ought to know, my friend, that while
England has the most favoured government of all nations, the
proletariat and pauperism have increased in it sevenfold compared
to all other countries’,

Nonetheless, Levin regards England as a land to be envied:

And would not your heart rejoice to see the Jews settled in
their land, happy and blessed with only one-eighth the good
and happiness of England? The general poverty is a separate
issue, and the people as a whole, unprotected and open to
plunder, is a separate issuc."”

The sympathetic attitude towards England is also reflected in
Ha-Maggid’s and Schulman’s position in relation to British imperi-
alism. Although at times there is an undertone of criticism in
relation to the tyranny of imperialist rule, insofar as the domination
of non-white peoples in Asia and Africa was concerned, both the
paper and Schulman were ardent advocates of England’s civilizing
mission ("the white man’s burden’} in the world, as a representative
of the West. British imperialism was portrayed by them as an
‘enlightened occupation’, motivated not only by considerations of
trade but also by a sense of moral mission: England is bringing
progress to a ‘backward” world. England, Schulman writes:

planted the sceds of the sciences in other lands and distant
isles too, for her sons, who found too little room for them-
selves in that country, scattered throughout the lands of the
Fast and the islands of the seas, and wherever they resided,
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they spread the light of wisdom and knowledge, of crafts-
manship and the practical arts. “The ways of England are
pleasant, all her paths lead to peace.” Only to Ireland did she
say: ‘There is no peace’."

The Indian rebellion in 1857, for example, is depicted as an upris-
ing against progress. Both Ha-Maggid and Schulman did in fact
criticize England’s intolerance in this affair. However, since the reli-
gions of the Far East were regarded as idolatrous, the suppression of
the Indian revolt was seen in a positive light, and the newspaper
called on England ‘to better its ways in India, and seek to spread light
in this vast country...but not to expand her government and treas-
ures’ (30 October 1857). Observing more broadly, the weekly
expressed its opinion that England had played a positive role in India
and China by making these countries, which until then had been
outside the ‘civilized world’, a part of that world (17 April 1857).”

Now the Queen of England also rules over India, and the
ministers of her government render judgement and compas-
sion in the lands of India, a just sentence to the rebels and
compassion to the inhabitants by giving them good and just
laws according to which they will live happy lives so they will
no longer rise up in rebellion.

In the same vein, Schulman writes about the British occupation
of Ethiopia in 1867-68:

This war too will testify to the fact that the enlightened sons
of Europe will always rule over the sons of benighted Asia
and Africa, and...the Enlightenment will overcome all folly
with all its might and power. Since then the Kingdom of
England has positioned a large army in Abyssinia to put an
end to the tyranny of her rulers and ministers, and perhaps
that kingdom will also succecd in opening the gates of that
land to European enlightenment and civilization until it
unites with the lands of Enrope in the practice of the sciences,
industry and trade.”

Hn-Maggid also wrote during the war that it was England’s duty to
introduce order into an uncivilized country like Abyssinia.”
Criticism was only voiced on those occasions when England was
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perceived as trying to undermine religious tradition. Although Ha-
Maggid showed no sympathy for the ‘idolatrous’ religions, and
could not openly express opposition to the spread of Christianity, it
apparently perceived the suppression of religious rites per se as a
condemnable act. On the other hand, Ha-Maggid did denounce
England’s policy in Ireland and South Africa and, in the latter
instance, revealed clear sympathy for the Boers.

This overall favourable attitude towards England’s cultural
‘mission” in Asia and Africa, the description of British imperialism
as tolerant and enlightened, and the distinction drawn between the
manner of British and French rule in their respective colonies found
ample expression in Zionist literature up to the First World War,
and doubtless prepared Zionist public opinion for accepting
England as the enlighted holder of the mandate over Palestine. A
perfect illusteation of this is Ahad Ha’Am'’s comment about English
rule in South Africa after England won the Boer War. In the summer
of 1909, he wrote:

The English, for example, surely know how to use force - of
the fist and the cannon. They have conquered a whole world
with these, and founded an empire on which the sun never
sets. But at the same time, they know that their empire will
endure ‘mot by armics nor by force, but by the spirit’.
Therefore, wherever possible, they try to replace the force of
the fist with the force of the spirit...the spivit of ‘liberty,
equality and brotherhood’ .

As a rale Ha-Maggid devoted no space to reports about English
literature or thought. Thus, the controversy over Darwin’s book The
Origin of Species, published in 1856, is not mentioned at all in the
paper. Nor did Schulman devote any space in his book to a descrip-
tion of English culture, except to mention Shakespeare: “The light of
the aspiring writer, unparalleled among the authors of all the peoples
under the sun, is the sublime, famous writer called Shakespeare” .

Ha-Maggid and Schulman’s books reflect perceptions based on
second-hand, indirect knowledge acquired from the foreign press
and literattire. A similar perception can be found in Jewish publicist
writings in Eastern Europe by authors whose image of England was
formed through a distant mirror. It will be interesting shortly to sece
whether closer, more personal and direct acquaintance — a stay in
England, for instance - reinforced or altered these perceptions.
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For the most part, we do not find England serving as a model or
argument in internal Eastern European Jewish debates. For much of
the nineteenth century, after all, the question of the character of
political government in any future Jewish society was not yet on the
public agenda; therefore, a discussion of political rule in England
had no effect whatsoever. Two noteworthy examples, however, in
which England was used as a standard serving internal Jewish aims
can be found in Peretz Smolenskin’s publicistic historical writings.

Smolenskin (1842-85), a nationalist maskil, author and publicist,
settled in Vienna in 1868, and fou 17 years edited the periodical Ha-
Shachar (Dazwn) there In his view, England was the first country in
Europe in which, even in the time of Henry VIIJ, the spirit of tolet-
ance and freedom had overcome religious clericalism and political
despotism. Not France, but England, was the ficst country to accept
and apply the ideas of emancipation. Not because it had no anti-
Semitism, but because it had a tolerant political system. Smolenskin
was of the same opinion as Schulman, that England had succeeded
in changing her political system while preserving her social stabil-
ity, without resorting to terror or violence, without giving the mob
any power, and without undermining the institution of the monar-
chy. This English precedent was undoubtedly the model of change
that the enlightened Jews would have liked to see emulated in
tsarist Russia. Furthermore, Smolenskin regarded the English expe-
rience as an instrument by which one could resolve the
‘kulturkanipf’ between the ‘religious’ and the ‘free-thinkers” in
Jewish society. The English model rejects the rule of the church but,
at the same time, provides a way of introducing reforms in religion
and society through consensus, not by the indiscriminate destruc-
tion of tradition and tlte ‘old world".

One could say that Smolenskin envisioned a kind of ‘praisewor-
thy revolution’ in Jewish society, leading to structural changes
without impairing its framework and organic continuity. In his long
article, “Am Olan’ (An Eternal People), published in 1872, he wrote:

There is only one nation whose heart is set upon sublime
knowledge anc which has also applied it to man’s actions.
This nation is that of the British people, this people of both
thought and deed, who will act, but will first think before
doing so. This people has risen high on the ladder of this
sublime knowledge until it now stands at the head of all the
nations. This people did not seek to embrace and kiss all
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humankind with its thought, like the Germans, nor did it wish
to bring them under its wings and rule them like the French.
It knew that first of all man must sce to his own life, and only
then act for the sake of humankind, for only in this manner
will men achieve the lofty aim of benefitting all mankind.*

These words were directed against assimilated Jews in the West, the
members of Wissenschaft des Judentiins and the believers. In
England’s historical trajectory, Smolenskin found a commendable
example of a state whose first concern was for its own welfare and
which had not succumbed to a self-imposed mission to spread good
throughout the world. The English, he wrote, first of all love their
own people, and through this love they bencfit the entire world. In
other words, in England Smolenskin found an exemplar of nation-
alism and patriotism, free of any missionary tidings like the
revolutionary ideas borne by France, conclusively proving that a
nation can contribute to world civilization without giving up its
national assets.

In English history Smolenskin found a model worthy of emula-
tion for the proper separation between government (politics and
civil society) and religion. The English people, he wrote, remained
believers even when the clergy had no ruling power; nor was the
English government the sworn enemy of the faith.” It confirmed
that religious reforms could be introduced by the sovereign legisla-
tor — a procedure, incidentally which he believed had support in
Jewish tradition.” From McCaulay, Smolenskin learned that parti-
san divisions and controversies could be resolved by majority
opinion. In other words, England, the only place in which a blend
of liberalism, tolerance, a democratic system of government
changes according to the decision of the majority, and national
unity had been successful, was the optimal (and utopian) model for
the reforms required by Jewish religion and society: “And to this
great thing we must also cast our eyes whenever we desire to intro-
duce innovations or reforms in Judaism’.

In Smolenskin’s novel, Hato'eh bedarkei ha'chayim (The Perplexed
in the Paths of Life} (Vilna, 1876-68), thc hero writes a letter to his
sister after having arrived in Paris from London:

Unlike London, which is only work and action, this city
[Paris] is full. Here the hubbub of life overpowers the hubbub
of work and [abour in the great streets ... but my heart will not
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be captivated by her, the crowd and the commotion in her
streets, I cannot endure it, nor do its people capture my heart.
The people living in this land are as far removed from the
people of Britain as the skies from the carth. A man of Britain
is like an ox to his yoke and will wholeheartedly do his work.®

In contrast to the image of French culture and society as superficial
and even licentious, which was widespread in Jewish literature in
Eastern Europe, England is described as a serious, staid sociely and
culture. For a nationalist and positivist like Smolenskin, the revival
of Jewry in its land would be realistic only if the Jews were as sober
and industrious as the English.

Until the inception of Herzlian diplomacy, England and the
British Empire were depicted as a political culture and a great
power worthy of admiration. But the East European Jewish mirror
in which England was reflected was a distorted mirror, one that
revealed only a few aspects of its character.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the Jews
became better acquainted with England and events occurring there,
and began to speak her praises; and yet this was a distant, platonic
kind of love. Only later, when the intelligentsia and Zionist activists
began to arrive in England as immigrants, and spent some time
there, did their acquaintance with England deepen. Then the mirror
drew closer to the object reflected in it: England increasingly came
to be reflected with greater clarity, with growing attempts to under-
stand her true nature.

‘I must confess’, wrote Chaim Weizmann to his fiancée, Vera, on
2 February 1905, ‘that we used to have false notions about the
English and England.” These words accurately reflect the first
encounters of Eastern European Zionist leader$ with England in the
pre-First World War period. Their early exposure confronted
partial, even superficial knowledge and a stercotyped image of
England face-to-face with reality; this gave rise, in turn, to confused
mixed reactions, as well as to a longer process of familiarization and
learning,.

This learning process would be entirely different for Zionist
activists settling permancntly in England than for those spending
only a short time there. For the former, their attitude towards every-
thing English was understandably affected by the sense of
foreignness felt by any immigrant on encountering an unfamiliar
cultural environment whose codes of conduct he finds strange.”
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My point is that their early, superficial acquaintance with
England, based on information acquired from the “old country’
press and literature, did little to blunt the shock of the encounter or
the problems of adaptation, particularly since the newcomers knew
little or no English, certainly not on a level that could serve as an
entry ticket to English culture.

What matters most is the adjustment process: how first impres-
sions changed over time and led to an improved and in some cases
- like that of Weizmann himself - even a sophisticated understand-
ing of England and the English. Several examples will suffice.

Ahad Ha-Am resided from 1907 to 1921 in London,® where he
was employed as a clerk in the Wissotsky tea company. We have
alrcady remarked that his thinking had been much influenced by
British philosophers {Spencer, John Stuart Mill and others), but
England itself was totally foreign to him. London seemed like
‘Babylonia’, an anonymous, noisy city that “confuses the mind and
stupefies the heart’, and ‘the City secmed like Hell, an accursed
place that destroys the spirit’.* On 17 December 1907, he wrote to
Mordechai ben Hillel HaCohen in Jaffa about the “vast sea known
as London’, and about how difficult he was finding it to take leave
of ‘the world you have lived in most of your life and with which
your best memories are linked, and to move “on the eve of old age”
to a new, strange world’.” Nonetheless, Ahad Ha-Am was not
oblivious to the enormous power held by a city like London, and
when he left it to settle in little Tel Aviv he began to miss the large
city, despite ‘its crowded strects and marckets, the dark City, where
I spent so many years without light or air’.*

It is not his nostalgia for London that is important to us, but the
fact that Ahad Ha-Am mavvelled at the political freedom prevailing
in England and at the chavacter of its political culture, which was
marked by self-disctpline and was deeply rooted in tradition. It is
hard to say that he felt any emotional link to England; on the
contrary, it always remained alien to him, but rational analysis led
him to conclude that modern Jewry certainly had a lot to learn from
Britain.

Yosef Chaim Brenner’s impression of London, where he atrived
penniless in early 1904, was similar to that of Ahad Ha-Am:

London...is a very large city. And davk, very dark, with many
crooked and twisting streets and lanes, filled with smoke and
grime by day and night, and many people wander in them,

Enst Europenn Jews’ Perspectives of Pre-Balfour England 299

naked and hungry, searching and searching for something,
but, in fact, no longer expecting to find anything. On their
backs stand a fair number of very busy creatures, reading
newspapers, travelling in carviages, wearing large black top
hats. There are, of course, some pleasant aspecis to the city
that the local cilizens can enjoy. It has many tree-filled parks,
it has peaceful suburbs, it has culture wherever you look *

Brenner stressed the deep division between the social classes that
characterized English society, and described the life of the bour-
geois society as superficial and flighty. However, he greatly
appreciated the political freedom prevailing in England, although
he defined it as external frecedom.

A third Zionist with socialist views who lived in London for a
short time early in 1914 was Dov Ber Borochov. His sojourn was
spent mostly in libraries, and his letters indicate hardly any interest
in English society and culture or any attempt to learn anything
about them, other than a sketchy impression of the British national
character. In his view, that character was best reflected in the library
of the British Museum, which was a ‘centre of world culture’, its
rules and vegulations reflecting ‘British order and England’s ability
to rule. An analogy, if you will, of the way Britain rules the seas.’
Borochov also mentions the Stock Exchange in the City as a centre
of world trade.” We might, perhaps, have expected a more
profound impression from a theoretician with such wide-ranging
interests, but Borochov, like Brenner, was only a sojourner in
England, unlike Weizmann, who came to feel at home in British
society.

In Chaim Weizmann's first letters, as noted, he reveals a negative
impression and a sense of foreignness in England. In March 1905,
for example, he wrote from Manchester, whete he had recently
moved, to his fiancée in Geneva: ‘England is a country of large-scale
social contradictions; nowhere is this felt so strongly as here. I
myself work hard, harder than ever, yet I see people atound me
working even harder and living less well.’

He goes on:

The insincerity, sham and hollowness of the surroundings is
somchow more obvious nowadays. Lverything is covered by
a superficial polish but the inner reality is frightfully nasty.
England is a country of apparent ‘respectability’, but evil
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deeds are committed beneath the cloak. Politics, personal
intrigues, interests, they all blend, and it is difficult to deter-
minc where one ends and another begins.*

In other letters Weizmann writes about his impressions of the
gloomy nature of life in England, of the English lifestyle, which was
totally antithetical to his own ideas and feelings, and of his deep
sense of foreignness despite his outward adjustment.” He also takes
pains to stress that the reality he describes is not the product of a
melancholy mood, or of a tendency to see everything in dismal
colours, but rather a result of his observation of reality. England, he
opines, is characterized by a materjalistic, commercial existence,
lacking in poetry and depth. In his eyes, English culture is inferior
to German culture, representing the Weltkuitur,” because ‘English
society as such lacks the intellectual vigor one finds in Germany or
France’.”

After some time, however, he states that students of British

universities are on a far superior level to those on the continent.
Like Ahad Ha-Am and Brenner, he marvels at London, which he
depicts as ‘a giant, the city of cities’.”

His biographer, Jeudah Reinharz, has written that

Weizmann could not have known that in England, he would
encounter a culture that would forever stamp his character.
For nearly all the remaining years of his life, England would
be his physical and intellectual anchor.”

But, like Brenner and Ahad Ha’Am'’s biographers, he did not
reconstruct the process in which these men became more familiar
with and acclimatized to the English culture in which they lived.
What, for example, did they read, other than newspapers? What
theatre performances did they attend? Did they live in a kind of
Jewish-Zionist bubble without paying heed to what was going on
outside Jewish and Zionist circles? It is hard to believe these other-
wise astute observers could have been indifferent to the larger
sutrroundings.

David Vital writes that Weizmann’s appreciation — but not his
love - for England was accompanicd by deferential esteem, and
that ‘it is doubtful whether he ever understood English ways as
thoroughly as he believed he did’.*®

Weizmann’s copious letters, at least from the earlier period,
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suggest that this ‘deferential esteem” arose from the sense of supe-
riority of a man who was the product of a deeply rooted, rich
Jewish culture and felt at home, as well, in continental European
culture. Vital, of course, is right when he says that Weizmann ‘like
50 many other members of the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia, held
Britain in exceedingly high estecm: a free, liberal society that stood
in strongest contrast to virtually all other societies and regimes in
carly twentieth-century Europe’.”

The examples cited here lead us to conclude that this essentially
positive acquired attitude was shared by all parts of the
Jewish-Russian intelligentsia, including liberals and socialists.”
This does not mean that they felt a sense of spiritual affinity
towards England or its history and culture; feelings were not
involved in rationally taking stock of the positive foundations of
English government and society.

What instilled in Weizmann his British orientation was less a
growing sympathy for English culture, the first buds of his later
Anglophilism, than his first-hand observation of the growing
power of the British Empire and its standing in the international
arena. This is what soon led him to recognize that (a) Zionism had
to seek a way to win England’s heart, and (b} any cooperation
between Britain and Zionism had to be based on common interests.
By the First World War, Weizmann had shaped more fully his
perception of the character and workings of English politics,
anchored in what has been defined as the English empiricist genius:
namely, that the English did not necessarily operate on the basis of
written documents, abstract formulas or a predetermined plan.®

This profound insight would. underpin Zionist policy towards
England in the coming years. If ‘the English aat slowly, are empiri-
cal, and it is difficult to bind them down to a formula’, he wrote,
then ’life’ will have to be stronger than any formula or any
promise.™

Another important insight Weizmann gained in the first years of
his stay in England, shared by his rival Zeev Jabotinsky, was that
England was led by an “oligarchy of the ancient hereditary nobility’,
and everything was decided not in a party framework or by public
opinion but by interests and personal relations within this closed
circle. This meant that if it wanted to find the key to England’s
heart, Zionist diplomacy needed to make its way into this élite
circle.

It is interesting to compare this with England’s image in the
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eyes of Herzl. English culture was not completely foreign to Herzl
- he had books by British philosophers as well as English literary
works in his personal library - but he did not feel any affinity to it.
Similarly, Herzl had only a superficial acquaintance with British
political affairs, certainly when compared to his deeper familiarity
with French politics, which he described as a laboratory of all the
political innovations in the modern world.* He also knew very
little about English culture. The only comparison he was able to
draw between France and England in England’s favour was the
British parliamentary system. In his view, the rational parliamen-
tary government of England had none of the flaws of the French
republican form of government, which he had covered as a jour-
nalist.”

What led Herzl to see England as a possible ally was not his
preference for the English political model and political tradition,
but rather Britain’s imperial interests in the Near East. Upon
analysing these interests, Herzl concluded it might be possible to
persuade Britain that for ensuring the vital sea route to India it
would be important to have a bulfer state under Jewish auspices in
Palestine.” This was in addition to his appreciation of England as a
conveyer of civilization to backward socictics. As he wrote, British
imperialism ‘is cleansing the East’ and ‘destroying benighted
customs”.™ To support his pro-British ovientation, Herzl claimed
that in 1896 he had seen England as the Archimedcan lever one
must grasp in order to get Zionism moving on the right track. While
Israel Zangwill, too, explained this far-sighted approach as bascd
on recognition of England as the only European country free of
anti-Semitism and noted for its practical genius and financial stabil-
ity there is no evidence in Hewzl's earlier writings supporting
either this contention in early 1898 or Zangwill’s explanation.

Jabotinsky’s spiritual and cultural world was also consummately
‘continental’, although, like the contemporary Russian intelli-
gentsia, he was familiar with the writings of British philosophers.
However, unlike Ahad Ha-Am or Weizmann, Jabotinsky was a jour-
nalist writing about cultural and political affairs. Hence his writings
on the new English environment differed from those of others, who
lived in a kind of Zionist-fewish bubble and whose correspondence
with relatives and Zionist associates “abroad’ was far morc intensive
than their contact with their English surroundings. When
Jabotinsky first arrived in England, as a war correspondent for the
Russian newspaper Russkie Vedomosti, in 1915 he began not only to
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submit articles and news items on the Irish question, England at war
and the British army and navy, but also on the theatre and literature,
on English secondary schools, and the like.®

Two years later, fabotinsky wrote from a Zionist-political
vantage point — an intelligent Russian with a Westernized orienta-
tion. In his book Turkey and the War, published in London in 1917 by
Fisher and Unwin, he insisted that the Zionists had no particular
affection for France or England but, emotionally, their sympathy
tended towards the French more than the British. Any Zionist pref-
erence for England as a political ally was therefore based on a
realistic view of the world balance of power and on purcly prag-
matic long-term considerations. Unlike the French, the English did
not tend to impose cultural standards on their colonies, while their
rule was comparatively liberal. He later stated that another insight
he had arrived at in those years regarding the English ‘mentality” o,
as he put it, ‘theiv philosophy of life’, was that the English tend to
see everything as a ‘game’. By which he meant they did not take
even the most important things too seriously.”

Given this background, it would be wrong to say that East
European Zionists arrived at the Balfour Declaration with a nega-
tive attitude towards Britain. But, on the other hand, they scarcely
felt any special affinity either. The most one can say is that England
was known to them through a sclective micror of images, some of
which changed over time, while others remained fixed. Still, for
purposes of diplomatic intercourse in the circumstances prevailing
on the eve of the First World War, it was enough to have acquain-
tances and personal contacts in élite political and public circles.
Entrée was crucial in order to place Zionism pon Britain’s political
agenda and to turn it into a playing card. )

Perhaps having a profound knowledge of the complexity of the
political culture with which one is negotiating is not vital. Certainly,
it carries less weight than the common interests that emerge in
particular historical situations. Nor is psychological affinity to a
familiar culture essential for rational analysis of political reality or
in the choice of an ally. What truly matters is defining one’s goal,
accompanied by the political acumen to discern and then exploit
opportunities that have opened.

In all the statements and writings of the Jewish intelligentsia and
Zionist activists until 1917, there is no greater sign of deep spiritual
affinity between Jews and England than the 19 November 1917
letter to Lord Balfour from Chaim Weizmann and Nachum
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Sokolow. Writing in reaction to the Balfour Dectaration, they state,
among other things, that

The Jewish people always regarded Great Britain as a bulwark
of right and justice and of the defence of the weak against the
strong. [Thercfore,] no Government is more qualified and no
people more called upon by its noble traditions to take the
feading part in this work of civilization and national justice
than are the people and Government of Great Britain.™

This rhetoric and the invented history accompanying it were
meant to endow the pragmatic partnership with Britain created
under the exigencies of the First World War with a moral and histor-
ical dimenston. After the war it was also easier to regard Britain —
not Germany — as the embodiment par excellence of the essential
values of European civilization. Indeed, from a psychological
standpoint, most Zionist leaders and activists continued to feel a
close link to the continent. But after 1917 their appreciation of
England grew as well - the inevitable result of political cooperation
and dcepening first-hand acquaintance. The need to understand
character traits dictating its bechaviour towards the Jewish national
home in Palestine now became vital for Zionist aspirations.
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. Unfortunately, the velevant issucs have disappeared from the Jabolinsky Inslitute

and 1 was unable to locate olher copies. Therefore, at least for the moment, 1 cannot
quote from their contents.

. Jabolinsky, Megiflat lagedud (Jerusalem, 1929). [t may also be worth noling that this

image of a nation which views “life as a game” was widespread in Curopean (includ-
ing English) literalure, in relation to the Italians.
WL, 8 (1977), No. 10, p. 8.
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