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Introduction 
 

Zionism is an ideology that led to the establishment of a modern national movement 

advocating the national liberation of the Jewish people and the establishment of a Jewish state 

in the Land of Israel. This goal was not clearly defined during the early years of the movement 

and crystallized gradually. At first, the Zionist movement also included “Territorialists” who 

did not believe that the Land of Israel should necessarily serve as the target of Zionism. It was 

only relatively close to the establishment of the State of Israel (at the Biltmore Conference in 

May 1942) that the Zionist movement adopted the formation of a state as its declared goal. 

Zionism was created as part of the process of national revival among the peoples of Europe 

during the nineteenth century, and in some cases even earlier. The movement called for an 

end to Jewish exile by creating a national home for the Jewish people. During the period 

between the two world wars, Zionism competed with other Jewish national movements that 

sought national autonomy in the places where Jews lived, as well as with traditional religious 

movements that rejected the idea of Jewish nationhood. After the Second World War (1945), 

and particularly after the establishment of the State of Israel (1948), the Zionist movement 

became the dominant force among the Jewish people. 

From its inception, various Zionist thinkers showed different preferences in terms of the 

movement’s objective and the means it should adopt to secure this objective. The only 

common denominator linking all these perspectives was the aspiration to establish an 

independent state for the Jewish people. All the other aspects – location, character, and 

method – were the subject of disagreement. 

 

This study kit will present three excerpts from articles published in Israel and outside of Israel 

over the past thirty years, presenting different approaches regarding the definition of Zionism, 

its current tasks (following the establishment of the State of Israel), and its values. These 



 

sources are lengthy and accordingly are not presented here in full, but the references allow 

those who are interested to study the full articles.  

These sources can be studies in various ways. Two formats are offered here by way of 

examples: 

A. Beit Midrash-style study 

 The learners will be divided into small groups (Hevrutot) and will discuss each source in 

turn, drawing on the guiding questions at the end of each excerpt. They will then hold a 

general discussion on the ideas raised by each source. Every participant will be able to 

express their opinion about the sources and their personal position regarding the 

concept of Zionism on different levels. 

B.      Comparative workshop study 

 The learners will be divided into groups, each of which will focus on one of the sources. 

After studying the source (with the help of the guiding questions), each group will 

present the position of the article it studied to the plenum. The positions presented in 

the different articles can be collated and compared by means of a table such as this one: 

 In Favor of 
Normality 

Forgetting the 
Purpose 

The Jews Have no 
Homeland 

What is Zionism?    

What is the connection 
between Judaism and 
Zionism? 

   

What is the role of 
Zionism today? 

   

…    
 

The articles appear in the study kit according to the order of their publication: first comes the 

article by A.B. Yehoshua, then the article by Amos Oz, and lastly the article by Daniel and 

Jonathan Boyarin. 

  



 

The Study Kit 
 

A. A.B. Yehoshua, from “Jewish, Israeli, Zionist – A Conceptual 

Direction,” in His Book In Favor of Normality (1980) 

There is no more confusing concept than Zionist or Zionism. One person speaks on behalf of 

“true” Zionism and other on behalf of “humanistic” Zionism, one of “greater” Zionism 

and another of “original” Zionism. One person accused another of “anti-Zionism” and 

other refers to “Fascist” Zionism. It seems to me that the time has come to determine 

precisely and clearly what is the realistic and formal definition of this concept. 

Definitions along the lines of “the bond between the people of Israel, the Torah of Israel, 

and the Land of Israel” will not clarify, for example, why we consider Neturei Karta to be 

clearly anti-Zionist, despite the fact that they would readily sign such a formula, and why 

Zionists who do believe in the Torah of Israel or observe it are considered Zionists. 

Simplistic definitions such as “belief in the existence of the people of Israel in the Land 

of Israel,” or “a struggle for the survival of the State of Israel,” do not explain why, for 

example, Zionism has been condemned at the United Nations by a country such as 

Sweden. Is a Swede permitted to love the Swedish people and its state, while an Israel 

is prohibited to love their state?! 

 …Some claim that a Zionist is a person who immigrates to the State of Israel. If so, the 

question then arises: and what about all those who were born here – are they not 

Zionists? At once we run into considerable confusion and embarrassment. This 

embarrassment is often caused because of mixed messages that combine a description 

of historical facts and a position that makes a value judgment regarding the quality and 

nature of behavior toward that reality. I shall attempt to offer here formal and precise 

definitions of this concept. 

 Up to the establishment of the State of Israel, the definition of a “Zionist” was as follows: 

a Zionist is a person* who wanted to establish a Jewish state in the Land of Israel. 

                                                      
*
  Those who so wish may insist here on stating – a Jew, although I can certainly permit a non-Jew to 

identify as a Zionist. Winston Churchill, for example, defined himself as a Zionist.   



 

 The key word in this definition is the word state. The ancestors of Neturei Karta came 

to the Land of Israel in the early nineteenth century and were among the most loyal 

settlers of the Land. But they were not Zionists, because they did not advocate (and they 

even opposed) the establishment of a Jewish state here. According to this definition, the 

word “state” is, perhaps, more important than the words “Land of Israel.” And 

accordingly it is not surprising that at a certain stage, when it appeared that the Land of 

Israel was blocked to the Jews, some of the most senior leaders of the Zionist movement 

considered establishing a Jewish state outside the Land of Israel. 

 ...What is important in historical terms is the special emphasis on the state, that is – 

Jewish total sovereign existence, as the foundation of Zionism. 

 …I am aware that historians will come along and prove to me that there were many 

Zionists, whether here or abroad, who did not necessarily envisage a Jewish state. 

 There were certainly Zionists who emphasize settlement, a spiritual center, a return to 

the land, and did not position the state as the primary and principal goal. Again, 

however, if we peel away the external layers of thoughts, dreams, beliefs, and opinions, 

and we clarify what constituted the true and sole common denominator linking all the 

different and sometimes strange groups of Zionists who gathered under one flag, then 

we will find that, in the final analysis, all the Zionists intended to secure political and 

social independence that could only be organized in the form of a state. Even if we had 

pushed a thinker such as Ahad Ha’am, who spoke of a spiritual center and rejected any 

talk of a state, against a wall, and asked him to describe his vision for the spiritual center 

of which he dreamt, he would have been forced to admit that a spiritual center could 

not emerge as a Jewish community constituting a minority among another people, like 

any other community in the Diaspora. Rather, this community must be sovereign in 

order to become a spiritual center. 

 …The Zionist approach was founded on the aspiration to establish a state, and Zionist 

required total sovereignty more than any other people, since Zionism demanded the 

right to unrestricted Jewish immigration and unlimited settlement – features that could 

only be provided through full sovereignty. 

 …After the state was established, it is possible to argue that Zionism “ended,” since it 

completed is task. The mountain climber ceased to be a mountain climber the moment 



 

he reached the summit. Certainly, the definition must be amended. It is no longer the 

desire to establish a Jewish state in the Land of Israel that defines the Zionist, since this 

state has already been established and there is no need to establish another state. 

Accordingly, the post-1948 definition is this: a Zionist is a person who accepts the 

principle that the State of Israel belongs not only to its citizens, but also to the entire 

Jewish people. 

 This is the definition. And, in my opinion, the most important part of the definition is its 

final part: it is the Zionist principle that defines the State of Israel as belonging not only 

to its citizens, but also to the entire Jewish people. 

 …Here ends the definition. Zionism is not a synonym for words such as patriotism or 

pioneering. 

 …Zionism is not a total ideology. If someone calls themselves a Zionist, they have still 

very little about themselves. They must still clarify their position regarding their attitude 

toward society, the problems of the Territories, questions of religion and state, the 

problem of the social gap, and so forth. Zionism cannot be a substitute for an ideology 

such as Socialism, liberalism, religiousness, and so forth. 

 …The definition of a person as a Zionist does not in itself require them to perform any 

particular actions… Accordingly, and by definition, a Jew who lives in the Diaspora will 

be called a Zionist if they recognize the principle that the State of Israel is also their state. 

They will not be required, on the basis of the definition itself, to immigrated to the State 

of Israel. If immigration is required as a condition for a person to be called a Zionist, then 

by this definition we will not be able to find a single Zionist outside Israel. …According 

to the definition we have proposed, an Israel Arab can also define themselves as a 

Zionist. I know that these points will seem to be drawn from the world of fantasy, but I 

believe that they deserve balanced discussion. 

 …Accordingly, when we clarify the nature of the definition thoroughly, we can, at least, 

understand what to expect of Zionism and what not to expect of it. I have never 

understood what Zionism in inverted commas or without inverted commas means. Even 

when we here moaning about disappointment with Zionism and claims that “Zionism is 

finished,” we must reiterate: Zionism sought to establish a Jewish state in the Land of 

Israel, and this state must be one where every Jew can find their home. 



 

 …Zionism did not promise a model society, and if any of its leaders promised such a 

society in the name of Zionism, they were mistaken and misleading. 

 …There is a difference, albeit not an unbridgeable one, between the definition of a 

Zionist and the concept of Zionism. We can discuss Zionism as a historical movement, 

analyze the different streams that were active within this movement, describe the 

strategies adopted by its different leaders in various periods, explain the different ways 

its thinkers related to a Jewish revolution or the continuation of Jewish history, and so 

on – but the definition of a Zionist exposes the hard core – the essential and shared 

essence of all these approaches. 

 …Because Zionist is such a common word in our vocabulary, it must be clear and 

distinct… It is important to demystify this word so that it is not used to camouflage or 

conceal matters. There are many arguments that should find their proper and precise 

framework, rather than constantly being tied in with the concept of Zionism as though 

this were some magical concept. Vague concepts always lead to the casting of 

accusations, pointless pathos, and ultimately cynicism.   

1. How does A.B. Yehoshua define Zionism? How does he present the development of the 

meaning of the concept of “Zionism?” Do you agree with his presentation?  

2. According to Yehoshua, why is Zionism important to the Jewish people? 

3. According to Yehoshua, why is Zionism important to Judaism? In what sense is Zionism 

“Jewish?” 

4. What are the tasks of Zionism today, according to Yehoshua? 

5. Almost 40 years have passed since this article was written. Do you think that the concept 

of “Zionism” has developed since then? According to Yehoshua’s developmental 

approach, what might the meaning of Zionism be today? 

6. Which aspects of the article’s position on Zionism do you agree with? In which areas do 

you disagree with A.B. Yehoshua? 

 

 

 



 

B. Amos Oz, from “Forgetting the Purpose” (1990) in his book All the 

Hopes – Thoughts about Israeli Identity 

 The fundamental question is: what do we want to do here, what can we do here, and 

above all – what do we want to be and what can we be. 

 The answer is not simple. It is not simple because from its inception and its beginnings, 

Zionism was a last name and not a given name. 

 …Zionism was from its beginnings a last name. Different people sang “we have come to 

the Land to build and to be built in it” and had in mind very different outline plans. Some 

people came to the Land of Israel because a dream beat in their hearts to renew the 

Kingdom of David and Solomon. 

 …There were those who came to the Land of Israel not to renew the Kingdom of David 

and Solomon, but on the contrary – to implement the humanistic tradition of Judaism, 

in other words – to establish a progressive welfare society, social democratic and 

Western, focusing on individual wellbeing and liberty. And there were those who came 

to the Land of Israel on the basis of a vague dream of building a Marxist paradise here. 

 …A few miles away from this Marxist dream lay, for example, Nahariya or the Hadar 

neighborhood of Haifa: Jews from Germany, Austria, and Budapest who dreamed of 

founding here some replica of the kingdom of Emperor Franz Josef, with calm, trees, and 

impeccable manners. 

 …And there were those who came here to sit humbly and await the Messiah. And there 

were those who came not to await the Messiah, but to pull him along by his beard, 

forcing him to come now whether he likes it or not. 

 As in the best of families, every individual pulled in a different direction. In the Zionist 

family there are more than a few members who are ashamed of their relationship to 

certain others. I would not hesitate to suggest that there are some in the Zionist family 

who would like to see me thrown out of the family, because they view me as a traitor, a 

leftist, a defeatist who disgraces the Zionist family – just as there are those in the Zionist 

family whom I am ashamed to call my relatives, and who every day make we want to 

bury myself in the sand out of shame. 



 

 We have no alternative but to grit our teeth and admit that the circumstances of Jewish 

fate over recent centuries have made us a diverse, plural, and multifaceted people with 

many paths and many dreams. The pluralistic nature of the Jewish people shaped the 

pluralistic character of Zionism. There is a Zionism of the Land. I accept it, but I do not 

accept its exclusivity. I am not willing to accept any position that states: anything that is 

not Land is not Zionism, or is second-class Zionism. 

 There is a Zionism that sees no point in its existence without synagogues, and there is a 

Zionism that sees no point in its existence with a synagogue. Not to mention the 

different types of synagogues, some of which, if they could, who cast aside or perhaps 

even completely eliminate the other types. There is a Zionism that sees no point in its 

existence without the tombs of the patriarchs in Hebron and without Nablus, and there 

is a Zionism that sees not point to its existence with such places, because it believes that 

our rule over an alien people defiles and corrupts us, and that the growing ritualistic 

foundation in Israeli culture degrades us. We can only grit our teeth and accept this 

diversity, this pluralism, this wealth – and first of all accept it as a given, as reality. 

 …Clearly, all the hopes of Zionism cannot possibly be realized. Firstly because all 

humans’ hopes are never realized. The only way to maintain the integrity of the dream 

is not to try to realize it. The Zionist act is a dream that was realized. 

 …Once you have realized the dream, it is always less splendid, less ideal, than it was 

when it was only a dream. 

 …Because the hopes of the different Zionisms contradicted each other, one wanted it so 

and the other wanted something else, the result was a type of compromises that leaves 

none of the dreamers overjoyed.  

 …But what, despite it all, is the purpose. Well, as soon as we say “purpose” we say 

something controversial. After all, there is no agreement about the purpose. For me, the 

purpose is not only to preserve the splendid past of the Jewish people. We did not come 

here to build a museum honoring Jewish history, to polish its windows, and to show our 

children: look what a wonderful inheritance we have here. 

 The goal, or the purpose, is not – and must not be – merely to replicate some section 

from our past – whether we replicate the Kingdom of David or Solomon, or the Jewish 



 

Shtetl, or the ponytail and long dress of the early Zionist era, or the first tower and 

stockade settlements. The final purpose of the Zionist enterprise is to release the 

creative forces inherent in Israelis as individuals, as groups, and as a people. Is this 

succeeding? Increasingly failing? Succeeding despite the failures? Failing despite the 

successes? This is a moot question. 

 

1. How does Amos Oz define the concept of Zionism? Do you agree with his definition? 

2. According to Amos Oz, why is Zionism important to the Jewish people? 

3. According to Oz, why is Zionism important to Judaism? In what sense is Zionism 

“Jewish?” 

4. What are the tasks of Zionism today, according to Amos Oz? How do these differ from 

its tasks in the past? 

5. What does Amos Oz emphasize in his Zionism? How does this emphasis differ from that 

of A.B. Yehoshua? 

6. Almost 30 years have passed since this article was written. Do you think that the concept 

of “Zionism” has developed since then? Has the definition of Zionism’s tasks changed? 

7. Which aspects of Amos Oz’s position on Zionism do you agree with? In which areas do 

you disagree with him? 

 

C. Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin, from “The Jews Have No Homeland,” 

Theory and Criticism 5 (Fall 1994) 

 …The most violent action that was developed by Rabbinical Judaism concerning the 

Other was the custom of playing cards on Christmas Eve or of spitting on the synagogue 

floor during the “Aleinu” prayer. Something else was required in order to actualize the 

negative ramifications of genealogical particularism. The missing element was 

governmental power directed against the Other. Judah Halevy understood this centuries 

ago: in his book The Kuzari, he puts the following words in the mouths of the Kuzari king: 



 

“Your modesty is the result of your impotence; when you have strength, you will be as 

cruel as all the nations.” 

 …The differences between Jewishness and the sociopolitical meanings of the modern 

concept of race are clear and significant. The principal difference relates to the meaning 

of conversion.  

 …Jewishness undermines the very concept of identity, since it is not national or 

genealogical or religious, but rather all of these together, based on a dialectical 

relationship between all these components. 

 …Diaspora Jewish identity was established on the basis of a shared memory or shared 

space and on the hope of returning to this shared space in an indefinitely suspended 

future. Space itself became time. The territorial memory enabled de-territorialization, 

and paradoxically the seizure of control of territory is liable to render Diaspora 

Jewishness impossible.  

 …Zionism is one particular reading of Jewish culture, and in particular of the Bible. We 

do not seek to argue that this is a mistaken reading, or that there is a proper reading 

that may be positioned against this mistaken reading… But we can claim that this is not 

the only reading, and we demand that its price be clarified.  

 …It is true that during certain stages of its implementation, the solution of political 

Zionism – Jewish hegemony in a Jewish state – was an emergency rescue operation. 

However, it seems to us that this process undermines Jewish culture rather than leading 

it to new peaks. Zionism represents the imposition of a Western, European form of 

political culture in place of the traditional Jewish form, which – at its best – was based 

on participation in political power alongside others. Now that political hegemony has 

been added, this culture acquires completely different meaning. 

 For example, Jewish opposition to assimilation and annihilation in the conditions of 

exile… led to practices such as charitable associations, concern for educating poor 

children, relief for the sick, or the redemption of prisoners, and effectively blocked any 

possibility of directing such charitable actions toward non-Jews. Naturally, the 

significance of this exclusive focus on “the poor of your own city” in conditions of 

dominated otherness changes completely when Jews become dominant. In Israel, 



 

where political power is concentrated exclusively in Jewish hands, this concern for “the 

poor of your own city” has acquired monstrous proportions and state resources for 

welfare are allocated in an extremely disproportionate way between the two 

components of the population, Jews and Arabs. 

 …The Biblical story is not one of birth from within the Land (autochthony), but of a 

people that always comes to the Land from somewhere else or goes from it to another 

place… And so, while one extremely important thread in Biblical religion reflects an 

organic and “natural” sense of belonging between the people and its Land, another 

thread in Israeli and Jewish religion repeatedly challenges this autochthonous affinity… 

Another well-known modernist story of Jewish history, the Declaration of Independence 

of the State of Israel, opens with an imaginary description of birth in the Land: “The Land 

of Israel was the birthplace of the Jewish people…” and ends with the triumphant return 

of the people to its birthplace. Thus the story of the people of exile is transformed into 

a story of a people (re)born in its Land, “like all the nations.” …The alternative version of 

Jewish history would begin with a people that was always detached from some land; a 

people that always questioned whether a land is needed in order for it to be a people. 

“The Land of Israel was not the cradle of the Jewish people, it did not appear there for 

the first time (as most peoples appeared for the first time on their land). On the contrary: 

it had to enter its Land from the outside. In a sense, the Jewish people was born in exile. 

Abraham had to leave his birthplace and travel to the promised land: the founder of the 

Jewish people was condemned to de-territorialization.” ….Rabbinical Judaism is a 

cultural form that was shaped in conditions of exile, that is: in a situation in which Jews 

lacked power relative to others. We would argue that ethnocentric Jewish discourse is 

morally proper only when the Jewish cultural identity is one of a minority involved in a 

struggle against the majority culture, and in any case – when it is not hegemonic. The 

point is not that the Rabbinical Judaism belittled the importance of the Land, but rather 

that it set it aside pending full redemption, since in an unredeemed world it is not 

possible to moderate the combination of mundane power and ethnic particularism… 

The relocation of loyalty from place to memory of place was an essential step not only 

in order to overcome the loss of the Land, but in order to facilitate this land. The political 

adhesion to the Land constituted the gravest negation of ongoing Jewish cultural 

practice and ongoing Jewish distinction. 



 

 …We seek to prefer exile; to detach ourselves from the belief that ethnic entities 

enjoying political hegemony are the only structure in which it is possible to begin to 

preserve cultural identity… We argue that it is exile, and not monotheism, that is the 

most important contribution Judaism has made to the world… Those who, like us, are 

committed to social justice and to the existence of the Jewish collective will continue to 

search for other forms of solutions. We argue that an Israel that imports a Diaspora 

consciousness, a consciousness of a Jewish collective that shares its living space with 

others and lacks coercive and distancing power, is the only Israel capable of responding 

to the call… to care for all humanity without it being required to uproot cultural 

distinction. We seek an Israel that will make individual rights and collective cultural 

rights an integral part of its structure. An Israel that will no longer be called a Jewish 

state, but a binational, secular, and multicultural state… The point is to avoid compulsive 

universalism in the French style… but also to avoid the violence that stems from the 

combination of ethnic particularism and the state power system in the style of present-

day Israel. We seek to overturn the famous remark by A.B. Yehoshua that only in 

conditions of political hegemony is it possible to recruit moral responsibility: on the 

contrary, only through the almost total abandonment of a situation of Jewish hegemony 

is it possible to find the moral path. This requires, first of all, a total disconnection 

between religion and state, but even more so: the abolition of the Law of Return and of 

cultural practices that present the state as a Jewish state… The Zionist dream of 

returning to a place of our own shatters against the rock of recognition that there are 

others in this place, just as there are others in Poland, Morocco or Ethiopia. Any idea 

that asserts that redemption can come through redeeming the Land must be suspended 

to the End of Days…otherwise it will become a moral monster. 

 

1. How do Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin define the concept of Zionism? Do you agree with 

their definition? 

2. According to the article, why is Zionism important to the Jewish people? 

3. According to the article, why is Zionism important to Judaism? In what sense is Zionism 

“Jewish” according to Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin, and in what sense is it not “Jewish”? 



 

4. What are the tasks of Zionism today, according to the article? What are the main 

emphases of Zionism in the authors’ opinion? Do you agree with the authors’ 

understanding of the tasks and emphases of Zionism?  

5. What are the main disagreements between this article and A.B. Yehoshua’s article? 

What are the points of agreement? 

6. What are the main disagreements between this article and Amos Oz’s article? What are 

the points of agreement? 

7. Which aspects of the authors’ worldview do you agree with? In which areas do you 

disagree with them? 

 

 

 

 

 


