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Hannah Arendt's Jewish Writings

Arendt shares the position of many Zionists, who were strongly critical of the
“the diaspora Jew” and hoped to create a “new Jew” who would be unafraid to
stand up for themselves physically and politically, thereby becoming the basis
for remaking the Jewish people as a secular, political, territorial Jewish na-
tion. Arendt saw the fighters as the vanguard of this phenomenon.*® Yet she
also cautioned that this desire for dignity rather than survival can result in a
dangerous “readiness for suicide”* that later came to be called “the Masada
complex.” Moreover, Arendt strongly rejected one group that also advocated
the formation of a Jewish army, the right-wing Zionist Revisionists, a party
she heartily rejected as “terrorist” and “Fascist.”*®

As the war progressed, Arendt became increasingly distraught at the lack
of action among Jews in the face of news concerning the concentration camps
and mass murder of Jews. Indeed, reading Arendt’s Aufbau articles reveals
how much it was possible to know about these events during the war if one
was paying attention, despite the claims of many people after the war to not
have known what was happening,

From 1945 to 1948 Arendt was also a critic of the Zionist movement’s pol-
icy advocating the establishment of a Jewish state. Instead, she stood with a
small minority (including Martin Buber and Judah Magnes) that advocated
a binational state as part of an internationally negotiated and agreed settle-
ment in Palestine. Like Buber and Magnes, her reasons were not in principle
anti-Zionist: she believed that in the post-World War II period the nation-
state system was passé and would be replaced either by federations of peoples
(perhaps on the model of the United States, USSR, or British Commonwealth)
or by empires. Arendt made an important distinction between a Jewish home-
land and a Jewish nation-state. “Palestine can be saved as the national home-
land of Jews only if . . . it is integrated into a federation.”*® She feared that the
demand for a Jewish State would result in failure: in the worst case, it would
lead to military defeat, which if it occurred so soon after the Holocaust might
be the beginning of the “self-dissolution of the Jewish people.”*” At best, a
Jewish state that could not establish peace with its neighbors would ruin the
positive achievements of Zionism in Palestine, eventually leading to a chau-
vinism that “could use the religious concept of the chosen people and allow its
meaning to degenerate into hopeless vulgarity.”*

Arendt’s worst fears about the demise of the state of Israel and the decline
of its political culture proved wrong. Nevertheless, she was prescient concern-
ing the prominent role that the military and nationalist thought would take in
Israeli politics, the difficulty of resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict when both
sides refuse to give up on their nationalistic perspectives and claims, and how
Israel would become dependent on the financial and political support of di-
aspora Jewry, especially in the United States—clearly not a situation of inde-
pendence and true sovereignty. One might say that, to use Arendt’s terminol-
ogy, the pariah people gave birth to a pariah state.

Overall, what we see in Arendt’s writings of the 1930s and 1940s is her




engagement in “Jewish politics.” Her attempt was to find a different way
through the positions of the assimilationists and the state-oriented Zionists.
Her focus, instead, was on what she called the “Jewish people,” which was a
concept that encompassed but went beyond political Zionism’s practical focus
on building up the homeland in Palestine. The homeland was important as a
center for Jewish cultural pride and renewal, but it was not a political answer
to the immediate threat that Nazism posed to European Jewry. For Arendt,
the “lifeboat” solution of a Jewish state was insufficient because of the ur-
gency and magnitude of the Holocaust. In taking on this view, she was speak-
ing from the perspective of a conscious Pariah, a rebel 4 la Bernard Lazare. Ar-
endt was concerned with the fate of the masses of Jews in Europe under the
Nazis, which she felt needed to be the main front.

Arendt wanted to have the Jews recognized as a European nation, and in
1940 she wrote that Jews should have representation in “a European parlia-
ment” because the Jews were an integral part of the peoples of Europe.* “For
the first time, Jewish history is not separate but tied up with that of all other
nations. The comity of European peoples went to pieces when, and because, it
allowed its weakest member to be excluded and persecuted.”** This view, which
insistently integrates the Jews and Europe, is reflected in Arendt’s formulation
of the concept of a “crime against humanity” in Eichmann in Jerusalem:

It was when the Nazi regime declared that the German people not only
were unwilling to have any Jews in Germany but wished to make the en-
tire Jewish people disappear from the face of the earth that the new crime,
the crime against humanity—in the sense of a crime ‘against the human
status,’ or against the very nature of mankind-—appeared. ... The supreme
crime . . . was a crime against humanity, perpetrated upon the body of the
Jewish people, and . . . only the choice of victims, not the nature of the crime,
could be derived from the long history of Jew-hatred and antisemitism.**

Arendt was already thinking beyond the nation-state system when she ad-
vocated a federation as a solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict. She felt that
while the Jews had the right to live as a community in their “homeland,” she
identified herself as a “non-nationalist” who believed that a federation of Mid-
dle Eastern peoples was the best way to assure the Yishuv’s safety and vital-
ity.”* She was in favor of a Jewish homeland, and despite her opposition to
statehood continued to be concerned with the welfare and fate of Israel, even
as she was critical of certain aspects and policies. While Buber and Magnes
clearly counted themselves as “Zionists,”  would categorize Arendt as a “non-
Zionist,"®® not an “anti-Zionist.” Despite her opposition to statehood, she was
not anti-Zionist in the fashion of the assimilationist or religious Jews, for
whom Zionism’s assertion of Jewish nationalism was anathema, or of non-
Jews who rejected the Jews’ right to build a national home in Palestine, such
as the Arabs.
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