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The study of the United States was introduced into the Israeli university during the
1950s. In the following discussion, I will begin with a very brief account of how and
why American history was introduced. I will then discuss the areas in America his-
tory in which Israelis have done the most systematic work and about which they ap-
parently most wish to know. This will lead to a consideration of which areas are not
taught in the Israeli curriculum of American history and of where in the Israeli
university they are treated. We will discover that research and teaching about the
history of the United States is quite comprehensive, and that it is not the sole pre-
serve of historians.

In telling these stories, I shall, in effect, be exploring a topic that has long been
of interest to American historians: What happens when institutions and ideas from
Europe are transplanted into a new society in another part of the world? In this in-
stance, by discussing how knowledge of the United States was introduced and spread
through the Israeli university, we can learn something of how the Israeli university,
as originally conceived in Central Europe, adapted to its setting in a new state in
the Middle East. Moreover, examining the way Israelis investigate the United States
also reveals what Israelis wish to learn about themselves.

The first univetsity teacher of American history in Israel was Yehoshua Arieli. In
1951, with the support of funds from the United States government, he was sent
by the Hebrew University of Jerusalem to study at Harvard University. When he
returned, he established American history and American studies in Israel. While
he studied abroad, a succession of outstanding historians—including Allan Nevins
and George Mowry— offered the first courses in American history at the Hebrew
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Yehoshua Arieli, 1974. Atieli introduced the study of American history into Israel
in the 1950s. Courtesy Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

University! During the 1960s, higher education in Israel underwent rapid and ex-
tensive growth, and the number of American historians increased both in Jerusalem
and at the other, newer universities. Israelis, supported by the United States, trained
to fill these new posts in American history, and they were joined by historians who
had immigrated to Israel from the United States or from English-speaking countries
such as Australia or South Africa. At present the history of the United States is part
of the curriculum in all major universities as well as in most regional colleges and
teachers’ seminaries.

American history in Israeli universities continues to be financed by the largess
of Americans—either the United States government or private individuals. The
American government sponsors graduate students and funds visiting scholars. No
less significantly, American Jews, among them two families important in mass

1 For basic historical data on American history in Israel, see Arthur A. Goren, “Teaching and Research in United
States History in Israel,” in Guide to the Study of United States History outside the U.S., 1945-1980, ed. Lewis
Hanke (5 vols., White Plains, 1985), III.
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communications — those of William Paley of CBS and Walter Annenberg of Sporting
News—have given munificent endowments for the support of American studies.
The study of American Jewish history—a topic that must be considered
separately— has also been generously endowed by American Jews and continues to
receive support.

Although the impact of American generosity has been extraordinary, the spread
of American history was not merely a consequence of outside stimulus. Israelis were
receptive to information about the United States for reasons unrelated to the avail-
ability of support. The study of America was a logical and natural development be-
cause of changes in Israeli society and in the Israeli university. It is to an appreciation
of those changes that I shall now turn.

The place to begin is with an analysis of when and where American history was
located in the curriculum of Israeli universities. In the Israeli university history is
taught in many places. Jewish history is the oldest department of historical studies
in Israeli universities, and it is here that the history of American Jews is studied.
There are Muslim or oriental studies programs for Islamic history and regional
studies programs for the histories of other non-Eutopean peoples. American history
is part of the department of general history, where European history is also taught.
J. Hector St. John Crévecoeur, Daniel Webster, Frederick Jackson Turner, and the
House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) notwithstanding, America is
viewed as an extension of European civilization. This perception, which may be
shared by many European Americanists, has implications for what is included in
the study of American history and what is not.

Benedict Anderson, in Imagined Communities, suggested that European colonizers
contributed to fixing the physical, social, and cultural boundaries of future nations
through such activities as defining categories for census taking and establishing
museums and other cultural institutions, as well as drawing maps. Organizing a
university can be yet another way of shaping new, non-European nations. This was
the case with the future State of Israel, even though there was no conventional
“mother country.”2

Israeli higher education was first imagined by three European Jews who in 1902
wrote a pamphlet entitled Der Jiidische Hochschule for the World Zionist Congress.
The authors were Martin Buber, a young philosopher; Chaim Weizmann, a chemist
and budding Zionist statesman; and Berthold Feiwel, a well-known Berlin jour-
nalist. They envisioned a university system that would answer the needs of world
Jewry and would further Zionist settlement. Their models were the German univer-

2 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London,
1991). For a historical review of Israeli universities, see S. Ilan Troen, “Higher Education in Israel: An Historical
Perspective,” Higher Education, 23 (Jan. 1992), 45-63. See also Yaacov Iram, “Higher Education in Transition —The
Case of Israel —A Comparative Study,” 7674, 9 (Jan. 1980), 81-95; and Joseph Ben-David, “Universities in Israel:
Dilemmas of Growth, Divesification, and Administration,” Studies in Higher Education, 11 (no. 2, 1986), 105-30.
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U.S. Solicitor General Thurgood Marshall addressed the audience at the laying
of the cornerstone of the Harry S. Truman Centte for the Advancement
of Peace, Hebrew University of Jetusalem, July 11, 1966.
Courtesy Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

sity and the research institutes established for German imperial purposes. When
the pamphlet was written, thete were no more than fifty thousand Jews in all of
Palestine. The opening of universities took place only in the 1920s after the depar-
ture of the Ottomans and the growth of the Jewish population under the British
mandate. Nevertheless, the original model served as the basis for the institutions
that were established.?

The Hebtew Univetsity as inaugurated in 1925 was based on three institutes—an
institute for the humanities that would include Jewish studies and oriental studies;
an institute for chemistry that was viewed as crucial for national development; and
an institute for microbiology and tropical diseases that would lead to faculties of

3 For a reprint of the original German version as well as a Hebrew translation, see Martin Buber, Berthold Feiwel,
and Chaim Weizmann, Eine Jiidische Hochschule (Jerusalem, 1958).
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science and of medicine. Both parts of the humanities were related to the antici-
pated settlement experience of European Zionists—Jewish studies would provide
the base for the creation of a new, national culture, and otiental studies would equip
Jews who chose to live in their ancient homeland to undetstand the part of the world
to which they were coming.4 At its founding, the university did not provide for the
general humanities and the histories of European, African, Asian, and other
peoples. In this scheme, the study of America has a place only insofar as it touches
on the history of Jews who settled thete. America is, then, but the site of another
Diaspora, as were Babylon, Spain, and Poland. This conception is evident in the
way books on American Jewish history are cataloged in Israeli university libraries:
they are listed within Jewish history, not the history of the United States.’

The lack of attention to European peoples was rectified during the 1930s by a
core of Central European scholars who had fled an increasingly hostile Germany.
Some had attained international eminence. Among them were Avigdor Tcherikover,
Yitzhak Baer, and Richard Koebner. Tcherikover was a distinguished student of an-
cient history—of both the Jews and other ancients; Baer had similar expertise in
the Middle Ages; Koebner was one of the preeminent medieval historians of his day
with interests in the early modern period. They were historians of European culture,
and their ties were with European univetsities, both on the Continent and in Eng-
land. When they came to Palestine, they brought with them European conceptions
of how knowledge ought to be organized and transmitted. Israeli historical sciences
would be shaped by the definition of history in their home universities.

The definition current in all Istaeli departments of general history to this day can
be synthesized as follows: History is a discipline that equips students with the
knowledge and analytical tools necessary for understanding those cultures that de-
rive from the Greek and Roman experience and from the Judeo-Christian
tradition —and the offshoots of those cultures across the ocean.” In this definition,

4 On the history of the Hebrew University, see Geoffrey Wigoder, “The Crown of Wisdom: Sixty Years of the
Hebrew University,” 1985 (National Library, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Jerusalem, Israel); and Norman Bent-
wich, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1918-1960 (London, 1961). There are also numerous celebratory volumes
such as Hebrew University of Jerusalem, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1925-1950 (Jerusalem, 1950); and
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Inauguration of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Jetusalem, 1925).

5 The spread of the Library of Congress system of cataloging is steadily removing local variables as books are
located according to the method organized and implemented by American catalogers. Previously, the Dewey dec-
imal system was used, and local librarians had great discretion in determining where books “belonged.”

¢ Prior to the Nazi expulsion of non-Aryan academics from German universities, Richard Koebner taught at
Breslau University in Silesia, where he was noted for his wotk in medieval history. From 1934 to 1955, he held
the chair of modern history at the Hebrew University, where he wrote on modern topics. See, for example, Richard
Koebner and Helmut Schmidt, Imperialism: The Story and Significance of a Political Word, 1840-1960 (Cam-
bridge, England, 1964). Beginning in 1928-1929, courses were given by Avigdor Tcherikover in Greek and Roman
history. In 1930-1931, history was first listed as a “minor subject.” Only in 1934-1935, with the arrival of Koebner,
was history designated a “major subject”—in effect, a department. See Hebrew University of Jerusalem, The Hebrew
University, Jerusalem: Its History and Development (Jetusalem, 1942), 36, 67. The Central European character
of the Hebrew University may also be expressed demographically. The birthplaces of the 103 members of the aca-
demic staff listed in the Hebrew University catalog in 1942 can be divided as follows: 47 from Germany, Austria,
or Czechoslovakia; 36 from Russia, Poland, or Romania; 7 from Hungary; 5 from Palestine; 4 from Italy; and 4
from Great Britain or the British Commonwealth. None was born in the United States, and few were educated
or received advanced training there. Many of the East Europeans and the Palestinians trained in Germany, as had
nearly all of those born in Central Europe. See 14id., 128-44.

7 This definition derives from an examination of the catalogs of the major Israeli universities: Hebrew University
of Jerusalem, Tel Aviv University, Bar-Ilan University, Ben Gurion University of the Negev, and Haifa University.
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general history is a Europe-centered enterprise. The primaty emphasis is on what
is termed the Western experience or Western civilization. The history of the United
States or of Latin America falls within that tradition. Whereas the history of Africa
and of Asia is organized in programs of area studies outside of general history,
American history has not been placed in a regional presetve of its own.

AsKoebner established his Krezs —the citcle of students in a seminar that became
the Department of General History in the Hebrew University—each student
studied a different aspect of the Western experience from the Middle Ages to the
present. One of them, Arieli, a Czech-born immigrant who had served in the British
army during World War II and who had never been to America or formally studied
it, was selected to become the resident expert on the United States.

Why America Became Important after Independence

After independence in 1948, knowledge of America became important both in Is-
raeli society at large and in the university. A good index of intetest in Ametica is
what books on American history and culture —what we might define as American
studies—were available either in translation, for the reader of Hebrew, or in the
original. Although a few translations appeared around the turn of the century and
significant interest developed toward the end of World War II, the real takeoff came
after independence and during the 1950s.8

Prior to that time, only the classics of European culture were available in Hebrew
translation —from Greek and Latin classics to contemporary Russian, German,
French, Spanish, Italian, English, and Scandinavian literature. One of the earliest
translations of a work by an American author was that of Edward Bellamy’s utopian
novel, Looking Backward. First published in 1898 in Warsaw, Poland, it was
reprinted there five years later. In between, it was also published in an abridged vet-
sion. At the same time Uncle Tom's Cabin by Hatriet Beecher Stowe was published
in even more editions. In the 1920s, Hebrew readets had access to wotks by Jack
London and Upton Sinclair published in the newly founded city of Tel Aviv. But
these were exceptions; as a rule, America did not yet exist in Hebrew.?

8 The essential guide to American studies in Hebrew is Libby Kahane, ed., The United States of America: An
Annotated Bibliography of Publications in Hebrew (Jerusalem, 1976). Much of the following analysis is based on
an examination of her listing of neatly one thousand annotated items.

9 Edward Bellamy, Shnar Ha'sjpayim (Looking backward: 2000-1887), trans. Paltiel Yosef Tumarkin (Warsaw,
1898); Edward Bellamy, Shnat Hawlpayim, trans. Feiwel Frankel (Warsaw, 1899), abridged edition; Edward Bel-
lamy, Shnat Haalpayim, trans. Paltiel Yosef Tumatkin (Wartsaw, 1903); Hatriet Beecher Stowe, Obe/ Tom
0'HaChayyim beyn Avdey Olam; Sippur (Uncle Tom's cabin; or, Life among slaves; A stoty), trans. Avraham Zinger
(Warsaw, 1897). The fourth revised edition appeared in 1903. The book was retranslated in more modern Hebrew
as Hadod Tom: al piy ha-Sefer “Obel Hadod Tom” (Uncle Tom: According to the book “Uncle Tom’s Cabin”),
trans. Y. Chalamish (Tel Aviv, 1952); and Biktato shel Hadod Tom (Uncle Tom's cabin), trans. Eliyahu Maytus (Tel
Aviv, 1952). There are also four translations for children; the first appeared as Ohe/ Hadod Tom: Mesupar le-Yeladim
(Uncle Tom’s cabin: As told to children), trans. Asher Barash (Jerusalem, 1917). The other three were published
in the 1950s and 1960s. Upton Sinclair, Hadjunge/ (The jungle), trans. Aharon Reuveni (Tel Aviv, 1929); Upton
Sinclair, Nef#: Roman (Oil: A Novel), trans. A. Reuveni (Tel Aviv, 1929); Upton Sinclair, Melech Pecham: Roman
(King Coal: A novel), trans. Ephraim Broide (Tel Aviv, 1930); Upton Sinclait, Meyah Achuz: Roman (One hundred
percent: A novel), trans. M. Z. Valpovsky (Tel Aviv, 1932). For the list of Jack London translations, see Kahane,
ed., United States, of America, 83-84. Virtually the entire London corpus was translated from the 1920s through
the 1950s, and beginning in the 1950s, a considerable body of criticism in Hebrew developed.
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In the 1950s, Israelis, who had been Europe-centered, began for the first time
to read American literature of all sorts, high and low. By way of example, consider
the passion for translated American detective novels. In 1954 Erle Stanley Gardner’s
The Case of the Velvet Claws first appeared in Hebrew. Another 120 translations
of books by Gardner followed over the next twenty yeats. There were also 24 transla-
tions of works by Ellery Queen and 16 of wotks by Mickey Spillane. Popular, too,
wete Dashiell Hammett's The Thin Man and The Maltese Falcon and Brett Hal-
liday’s The Corpse That Never Was. Much the same occutred in science fiction with
the availability of works by Isaac Asimov, Michael Crichton, and Robert Heinlein.
A very large demand suddenly developed for items on or from America, and Israeli
publishers actively developed that market1°

In the universities, the literary canon for the first time accommodated American
literature. Walt Whitman (especially Whitman—the celebrator of democracy,
population diversity, and pioneering), Mark Twain, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman
Melville, the transcendentalists, Emily Dickinson, Theodore Dreiser, T. S. Eliot, and
others were studied in the original and in translation. This was an important event
in Israeli culture. The new generation of post-independence authots studied at the
national university, and there they formally encountered a literature that had previ-
ously been outside the canon!

The discovery of America is further reflected in the Hebrew travelers’ guides to
the United States that first appeared in the 1950s. So, too, for the first time, there
were textbooks for the high schools, the universities, and the general public that
discussed the physical, social, and economic geography of the United States. The
first text on the geography of the United States justified itself in terms that probably
reflect why Israelis were so keen on learning about America— not only in geography
but in literature and history as well. The introduction begins with the following
declaration:

[This is] the first full-fledged text on the United States— the great nation on the
other side of the Atlantic Ocean. . . . It is remarkable that there have not yet ap-
peared amongst us comprehensive monographs on the United States; there are
many ties that bind the State of Israel with this Power, whether economic or polit-
ical and even national. In America about half of our nation [that is, the Jewish
people] is concentrated. The Jews of America take a very active part in the building
of this country and are involved in all that transpires here. The Israeli public is

10 Erle Stanley Gardner, Parashat Tziporney Hakitifz (The case of the velvet claws), trans. Daniel Ohaliav (Tel
Aviv, 1954); Kahane, ed., United States of America, 101, 100.

11 The key individuals in this transmission in the 1950s were Sholom Kahn, an American immigrant who intro-
duced American literature at the Hebrew University, and Shimon Halkin, who had taught in the United States
and introduced American literary criticism into Israel through his courses and his writings on Hebrew literature.
Kahn wrote on a variety of figures including Walt Whitman, Mark Twain, and William Carlos Williams, as well
as the frontier in American literature. Through translations and criticism, Halkin introduced Hebrew readers to
the writings of Whitman, Henry David Thoteau, and William Faulkner. Halkin began his career as a translator
of American literature as a young scholar in Poland. See Jack London, Lifzey Heyoth Adam (Befote Adam), trans.
Shimon Halkin (Warsaw, 1921). On the world view of the first generation of Israeli writets, see Ezra Spicehandler,
“The Fiction of ‘The Generation in the Land,” in Israel: The First Decade of Independence, ed. S. Ilan Troen and
Noah Lucas (Albany, forthcoming 1994).
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also interested in all that is done in the United States, witness the many articles
and essays published in our press1?

The message is clear. With the power of Europe diminished by the destruction
of war and its long-admired civilization revealed as the scene of one of the greatest
tragedies in Jewish history, the United States emerged as the great and benevolent
world power. Moreover, half the Jews remaining in the world were there. These
reasons explain why Israelis wished to read about the United States. They do not
indicate, however, what Israeli academics found when they came to inspect her. For
that, we should review the primary issues that have been investigated in the Israeli
school of American history.

Competing Historical Models of the United States

As citizens of an emerging nation caught up in the exigencies of nation building,
it was natural for Israelis to cast about looking for models. In the first works of
scholarship examining the United States and in the textbooks used by students, this
became the primary topic of investigation and inquiry. In this context, there were
two competing views of how the United States forged its national identity that were
directly relevant to debates in Israeli society on how Israel should develop. The
United States became a mirror showing Israelis an image of what they wished to
see in themselves. The chief combatants in this argument were, on the one side,
a group who called themselves the Canaanites (HaKena’anim) and, on the other,
the Zionists.

The Canaanites may have been the first group to discover America. Their leader,
Yonatan Ratosh, brought Thomas Jefferson and the revolutionary generation to He-
brew readers in 1943. His followers, preeminently Aharon Amir, opened the pages
of the literary journal Kesheth to the systematic publication of new and translated
materials on the United States.?

The Canaanite position was succinctly articulated by Amir at a symposium in the
early 1970s comparing and contrasting the American and Israeli national ex-
petiences. He explained that the purpose of his publications on the United States
was to place the Israeli national experience in a wider context. This was particularly
necessary, he argued, because Israelis tended to believe that their historical ex-
perience was unique and could be understood solely within the flow of Jewish his-

12 Y, Paporich, Arzzoth-Habrith; geografia fizst, kalkalith veyishuvith (The United States: Physical, economic,
and settlement geography) (Tel Aviv, 1959), 1. Translation by S. Ilan Troen.

13 Utiel Shelah [Yonatan Ratosh], comp. and trans., Hedemokrat Hamehapchani: Sefer Tomas Jefferson (The
democrat of the Revolution: Thomas Jefferson) (Tel Aviv, 1943). Part 1 is a translation of a biography by Hendrick
W. van Loon; part 2 is a selection of articles and letters edited and introduced by Saul K. Padover. On the Canaanite
movement, see James S. Diamond, Homeland or Holyland? The “Canaanste” Critique of Israe/ (Bloomington,
1986); and Jaacov Shavit, The New Hebrew Nation: A Study in Israeli History and Fantasy (London, 1987).

4 “Dimyon ve'shoni Beyn ha-chavayah va-leumit ha-amerikayit ve-hechavayah ha-leumit va-yisraelit—
simpozion” (Similarities and differences between the American national experience and the Israeli national
experience —a symposium), Brtfutzot Hagola, 15 (no. 65/66, 1973), 14-29. Among the participants were Aharon
Amir, Yehoshua Arieli, and Arthur Goren.
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tory. For example, he pointed out that many Israelis thought of their new state as
the Third Commonwealth —following on those destroyed by the Babylonians in 576
B.C.E. and the Romans in 70 C.E.—and that Zionists appreciated the revival of the
Hebrew language and of the whole modern Jewish national renaissance in this way.
Although this approach might be useful for generating national cohesion in a new
state, it also contained many dangets.

Amir urged Israelis to adopt a suitable analogy for understanding their own ex-
perience; he believed that Ametica provided it. In the Canaanite view, America was
a new nation that in the course of nation building produced a new people through
the instrument of a melting pot. This was very relevant to Israel. Within the space
of its first four years, Israel’s population had doubled through a massive immigration
of Holocaust survivors from Europe and refugees from Arab lands throughout the
Middle East and North Africa. Like America’s immigrants, they came from a multi-
tude of cultures, spoke a babel of languages, and, indeed, could be understood as
having come from a variety of centuries. If the size and diversity of immigration
provided an important parallel, it was most important that out of these human
materials a new people would emerge, even as they had in the American experience.
Indeed, the Canaanites believed that Israel could become “the America of the
Middle East.’1s

Several parallel experiences suggested that this could happen. First, in accordance
with a national policy of population dispersion, Israel’s immigrants were sent out
to the new towns and agricultural collectives on the frontiers. Here, the American
experience of cultural innovation through the encounter with new frontiets would
take place. Second, many Israelis were experiencing what Oscar Handlin termed
“the shock of alienation” as manifested in the gulf that emerged between the im-
migrants and their children and between immigrants and the host culture. Far from
regretting this separation, the Canaanites considered it a positive development, and
Amir himself translated and published the relevant portion of Handlin’s T4e Up-
rooted in his journal¢ Finally, there were the inevitable problems that arose be-
tween the settlers and the native population — the Arabs and the Indians —who were
forced to witness and accommodate themselves to the influx of immigrants who en-
tered a melting pot from which they were excluded.

In Amir’s view all these phenomena wete rich in possible projections to the Israeli
experience. Although Canaanites believed that Israel could learn from the ex-
petience of other new nations, especially those in the non-European world to which
Europeans had come as settlers, such as Australia, Canada, and Brazil, the prime
model remained the United States.

Perhaps the key word in his analysis for our purposes was the term Hebrew. The
essence of the Canaanite movement was a denial of the continuities between Jewish

5 15id.

16 Oscar Handlin, “Helem Hanikoor” (The shock of alienation), trans. Aharon Amir, Keshesh, 13 (Summer
1971), 126-40. In the same issue, Amir selectively emphasized the uniqueness of America by publishing transla-
tions from the writings of Frederick Jackson Turner and J. Hector St. John Crévecoeur.
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life in the Diaspora and that of Israel. Canaanites chose to understand the melting
pot expetience as one in which the cultures of Europe and all other places of origin
were cast off and eliminated. Here was a complete break with the immediate past.
The only connections that mattered were with the new country, its landscapes, and
the peoples resident there. Thus the study of America was valued as an instrument
that would separate Jews from the experience of the exile and encourage them to
be transformed in their ancient/new frontier in the Middle East and to embrace
their new identity as modern Hebrews rooted in, and part of, a historic landscape.
The American model also seemed to support the Canaanites’ vision of the new He-
brew nation as based on /lex salis, not lex sanguinis—that is, tetritory and not racial
ot religious ties as the basis for defining community. In this, Canaanites cartied to
an extreme conclusion “the denial of the exile” that is to be found throughout Zi-
onist thought in the last century.

I might note here that there is 2 wonderful irony in the Canaanite use of Amer-
ican history. Three centuries earlier, Englishmen had set out for the New World to
establish cities on hills and build their New Canaans as they imagined themselves
replicating the biblical experience of ancient Hebrews. The compliment of imita-
tion was returned in the twentieth century by modern Hebrews who looked to Pu-
ritans and a succession of other proto-Americans in interpreting and even shaping
the national experience of modern Israel. The Canaanites attempted to leap over
two thousand years of exile and to reaffirm ties with the only part of Jewish ex-
perience that mattered to them — the millennium plus years when ancient Hebrews
lived and created in their own homeland?

The Canaanite interpretation of the American national experience was not the
only possible one. Thete was also a traditional Zionist interpretation of America,
of which Arieli was a major exponent. He agreed with the Canaanite use of the
United States as a model for understanding Israel’s search for national identity.
Referring to Seymour Martin Lipset’s concept of the United States as “the first new
nation,” Arieli noted that early Americans had had to sever themselves from Europe,
particularly Britain, so as to establish their own discrete and unique identity.
Nevertheless, as a Zionist who himself had left the Diaspora for Israel, Arieli did
not extend the analogy to the crucial issue of the relationship between Israeli Jewry
and Diaspora Jewry. For him, there was no question but that the Zionist state had
deep and legitimate roots in the part of the nation still outside the borders of the
new state!8

To appreciate this point better, it is worth pointing out that in the 1940s and
1950s other national models for state building were in principle available to the new
Israelis, most of whom had been born in Europe or of European parents. The nature
ot, more particularly, the pathologies of the modern state were a prime concern of

17 In a pethaps extreme but apt illustration of these ideas, some Canaanites grew jawline beards like those that,
they claimed, their forebears sported. One may view Ari Ben-Canaan (the lion, son of Canaan) in Leon Uris’s Ex-
odus (Garden City, 1958) as a popular Israeli equivalent of Adam West in nineteenth-century American fiction.

18 “Dimyon ve'shoni,” 15.
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leading scholars at the Hebrew University. Martin Bubet’s classic Pazhs in Utopia
can be read as a comparative study of national planning in which a variety of Euro-
pean models—notably fascism and communism — are examined and found lacking.
Jacob Talmon was a commanding figure in the study of national ideologies and, in
particular, totalitarianism® So it is not surprising that Israelis, who both personally
and intellectually bore the fresh wounds of the excesses of European nationalism,
rejected both Eastern and Central European models of the nation-state. They looked
westward. The introduction of the benign, the successful, and the possibly familiar
and replicable American model was a powerfully attractive alternative to what Is-
raelis had experienced and had fled.

Let us return to Arieli’s own formulation. He made a crucial distinction between
the American and the Israeli experience, arguing that in the Israeli case national
consciousness preceded the establishment of the state. This was the reverse of Ed-
mund Morgan’s famous formulation: “Our nation was the child, not the father, of
our revolution.” In the case of Israel, the existence of the nation long preceded the
struggle for the state. As Arieli pointed out, it was a well-developed national con-
sciousness that drove people to emigrate to Palestine and, later, Israel. National
identity was a given rooted in public thetoric, basic documents, and the law of the
land. The establishment of the State of Israel could be read as a consequence of
pethaps the longest and most deeply rooted nationalism of any nation in the
modern period. The state but provided the tetritory on which national identity
could find the security required for self-renewal. Whatever the new shape of Israeli
nationality, it was unlikely to be disconnected from the past. The creation of Israel
represented an opportunity for change, not discontinuity.20

This position was appreciated by Oscar Handlin, perhaps the leading American
historian of immigration of that generation, who also wrote about American nation-
ality. Handlin, who was Arieli’s adviser at Hatvard, wrote in the introduction to his
student’s book, Individualism and Nationalism in American 1deology:

No American idea was wholly indigenous, in the sense that it could not be traced
back to a European antecedent ot that it escaped the effects of alien influences.
Yet, conversely, no European idea was simply transplanted, in the sense that it
failed to be modified in the Ametican context. Professor Arieli’s subtle analysis
has therefore had to distinguish the elements of connectedness and of separate-
ness, of uniqueness and of generality, in the complex evolution of ideas that had
a profound impact on the history of liberty in the United States.?!

This American process was clearly one that Arieli believed was also taking place
in Zion. And he hoped that the results would be as felicitous for Israel as for

19 Martin Buber, Netivoth be-Utopiah (Paths in utopia) (Tel Aviv, 1946); Martin Buber, Paths in Utopia (New
York, 1949). Perhaps Jacob Talmon'’s best-known works of the post-independence period were Jacob Talmon, The
Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (New York, 1960); and Jacob Talmon, Polstical Messianism: The Romantic Phase
(London, 1960).

2 Edmund Motgan, The Birth of the Republic, 1763-1789 (Chicago, 1956), 101; “Dimyon ve’shoni,” 15-25.

2t Oscar Handlin, “Foreword,” in Individualism and Nationalism in American Ideology, by Yehoshua Arieli
(Cambridge, Mass., 1964), vii.
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America. This perception and hope were communicated to the first generation of
Israelis studying America, and they remain the principal way Israelis approach the
study of America.

Reform, Dissent, and Protest

There were other themes in the Israeli version of American history. The most impot-
tant of these clustered around the perceived role of reform, dissent, and protest in
shaping American life and politics. For a large group of Israeli historians, the United
States was a fascinating stage on which to obsetve the power of social and political
criticism in the making of a modern, liberal, capitalist society.

That Jews catried this perception with them as they emigrated from Europe to
Palestine is indicated by the list of American texts that first appeared in Hebrew:
Uncle Tom's Cabin and Looking Backward at the turn of the century in Warsaw,
the writings of Upton Sinclair and Jack London in the 1920s in Tel Aviv. Such
readings certainly appealed to the Socialist, or Labot, wing of the Zionist move-
ment, and that wing was the dominant force in politics and culture from at least
the 1920s. This sector developed its own newspapets, publishing houses, and educa-
tional institutions and published the first translations of American history texts.
They included James Truslow Adams’s The Epic of America (1948, originally pub-
lished in 1932), the Beards’ (Chatles, Maty, and William) New Basic History of the
United States (1962, based on a 1944 text), and even a Hebrew translation from Rus-
sian, Veniamin Illich Kaplan’s work, whose title can be rendered: Classes and parties
in the United States; an economic and political history (1946 —the first history of
its type available in Hebrew).22

This interest in reform, dissent, and protest has probably been the focus of the
largest specialized group of American historians in Israel. Among my colleagues are
experts in subjects that range from the Wobblies (Industrial Workers of the World)
and the labor movement in Montana to the intellectual Left in New York City. How-
ever, among all the subjects in this genre, the study of utopian movements has a
special place, and it has even become institutionalized, primarily through the kib-
butz movement. After independence, kibbutz movement publications regularly in-
cluded information on communitarian experiments in the United States. Early ex-
amples include translations of Motris Hillquit’s analysis of Owenites and Fourierism
in the United States and articles on the rise and failure of Populism and the recur-
rent crises in American agriculture. On a programmatic basis, a leading kibbutz-
related research journal created a history of American utopian communities by pre-
senting research on, among others, Oneida, Amana, New Harmony, Fourier’s
phalanxes, the Shakers, and German communes. This effort continues, with the

22 For the approximately one hundred translations into Hebrew of works in American history, see Kahane, ed
United States of America, 4-16.
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kibbutz movement providing regular support for conferences and maintaining in-
volvement with international networks of scholars of utopianism.23

In my own seminars on American social history, there has never been a year when
at least one student has not written on this topic. Most have been kibbutzniks
seeking to reflect on their own lives through the study of nineteenth-century
Americans. Like more senior scholars, they are especially interested in why and how
American utopian communities wete organized, and why they disappeared.

The affinity of this topic for a significant sector of Israeli society is obvious. Both
American utopianism and Zionist socialism stem from ideas spawned initially in
Europe and then exported to new worlds where they were usually realized on
frontiers. If America was the laboratory of European utopianism in the nineteenth
century, Israel —with its hundreds of kibbutzim and strong cooperative movements
in the countryside and in the city—can be viewed as its most important laboratory
in the twentieth century.

One could summarize what Israelis want to discover in American history by ob-
serving that American history as taught in Israel is primarily concerned with in-
tellectual and social history. Plumbing the continuities and divergences between the
European and American expetience is a prime concern, as is exploring the similari-
ties and differences between Israel and the United States. These focuses ate consis-
tent with the way general history is defined in Israeli universities. In sum, if America
is seen as the most recent and currently the most hopeful expression of Western
civilization, Israel views itself, too, as one of “the offshoots of those cultures across
the ocean.” Although there have been signs of greater eclecticism in recent years,
I would stand by this assessment for the first three decades after independence.

Before concluding this section on what is taught in American history, I would
note briefly what is missing. One might suppose that for a nation whose vital in-
terests are so connected with American power, understanding the role of the United
States in the world and particularly its relationship with Israel would be central.
Such scholatship exists, but it is generally not cartied out in departments of general
history except in a supetficial way. Systematic inquiry in these areas takes place else-
wherte in the university, in faculties of social sciences, since foreign relations, like
international relations and political science, is not considered a humanistic dis-
cipline. Information on foreign relations is available and accessible to students of
American history but generally only through multidisciplinary programs in Amer-
ican studies.

23 Morris Hillquit, “Utopian Communities in the United States: The Fourierist Petiod,” in Mevasray Hasozi-
alizm Bizman Hechadash (Forerunners of the new socialism), ed. Karl Kautsky, trans. Gideon Pollak (Merhavia,
1951), 93-147. The leading Israeli student of American utopian communities during the 1950s was Shalom Wurm
who wrote a series of studies for N7v Hakvutza, a journal sponsored by the kibbutz movement. For a list of articles,
see Kahane, ed., United States of America, 9-10. For a good example of how research on the kibbutz is institutional-
ized as part of the history of utopianism, see Yosef Gorni, Yaacov Oved, and Idit Paz, Communal Life: An Interna-
tional Perspective (Efal, 1987). Frank Manuel, an Ametican scholar, was in Israel prior to and during the War of
Independence, where he became familiar with the kibbutz and published on Zionist politics and society. Upon
returning to the United States, he made his reputation as a student of utopias. See Frank Manuel, The Realsties
of American-Palestinian Relations (Washington, 1949); Frank Manuel, Prophets of Parés (Cambridge, Mass., 1962);
and Frank Manuel and Fritzie Manuel, Uropian Thought in the Western World (Cambridge, Mass., 1979).
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