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AHAD HA’AM’S DOCTRINE OF JEWISH SURVIVAL

BY NATHAN ROTENSTREICH

Ahad Ha’am’s basic premi-
ses may best be analyzed in
terms of opposition to some ma-
jor trends in Jewish life and
thought. He held that the crisis
in Palestinian settlement was mo-
ral and psychological rather than
socio-economic in origin. As
against Herzlian Zionism, he rea-
soned that its political mea-
sures were impracticable, and
that it erred in formulation of
the Jewish problem.

Ahad Ha’am’s differences lay
in his conception of the Jewish
problem. Herzl and Pinsker, un-
der the influence of the Eman-
cipation, conceived the problem
in terms of the individual Jew’s
failure to realize his aspiration
for acceptance by the Gentile
world. Because assimilation had
failed, necessity dictated the
creation of a Jewish state. Ahad
Ha’am, on the other hand, re-
garded the assimilation of the
Jewish people to the world a-
round it as arising inevitably
from the facts of social exis-
tence. The obstacle to such as-
similation was the will of the
people to preserve its integrity.
In this, he gave the community
precedence over the individual,
and accordingly envisioned the

emergence of an élite which
would realize the nation’s desire
for survival at the expense of
-their desires as individuals. Ahad
Ha’am further insisted that,
owing to the impossibility of
transporting the entire Jewish
people to Eretz Israel, the po-
litical goals derived from the
Herzlian analysis were imprac-
ticable.

Although Ahad Ha’am did
favor political action and the
colonization of Eretz Israel, he
emphasized the spiritual rather
than the political aspects of the
national home. Its purpose would
be to provide world Jewry with
a center of identification to re-
place the unity previously gained
through religious bonds and iden-
tification with the distant past.
The Palestine community would
thus have to provide a link
with the ancient ethos of Israel,
i. e., to embody the specifical-
ly Jewish values threatened by
the decline of religion as the
primary force in Jewish life.
This embodiment need not be
specifically religious in form.
The heart of Judaism, as of
all religions, lies in its ethical
code.

As for the Jewish ethos, it
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AT THE CROSROADS : AHAD HA’AM IN RETROSPECT
BY SAMUEL M. BLUMENFIELD

Ahad Ha’am’s crucial role
in modern Jewish thought must
be understood in historical terms.
The social and cultural vitality
of East European Jewry had
been sapped by the end of the
ninteenth century. Hasidism, once
a dynamic force, had become
the stronghold of reaction. Do-
minating religious life, it refused
compromise, and forced the
younger generation to abandon
tradition and gravitate toward
secular nationalism and socialism.

Asher Ginsburg freed him-
self from his Hasidic background,
and espoused a rationalistic po-
sitivist position with regard to
society, history and man. Yet
he retained a strain of fervent
idealism, and a crucial commit-
ment to the historic values of
Judaism. Consequently, the ter-
ritorial and political aspects of
Jewish nationalism were affirmed
only on condition that they serve
as a means to spiritual rebirth
and reconsolidation. The motor
force for realization of political
goals was in his view the

national will to existence. Indi-
viduals would dedicate themselves
to the tasks of national rebirth
owing to the fact they might
achieve  self - realization  only
through the community. The
heart of Jewish life was the
idea of justice — the normative
ethos which would have to be
re-embodied in the renascent
people, and which would serve
as the bond for Jewries the
world over.

Abhad Ha’am was no prophet.
Permeated by ninteenth century
meliorism, he was unable to
foresee the fate of the Jewish
people in our time. Nonethe-
less, his view of the dangers of
socialist and nationalist ldeolo-
gies which were not grounded
in ethical principles has been
afirmed by twentieth century
developments. His influence has
been felt in the work of such
men as Bialik, Weizmann, Mag-
nes, Buber and Mordecai Kap-
lan, and lives on in many as-

pects of contemporary Israeli
life.

was characterized by the pri-
macy of the community over
the individual, and the enforce-
ment of objective justice through
the agency of the community.
This quality became the basis
for a practical program. Be-
cause establishment of a spi-
ritual center would be under-
taken by a self-abnegating élite
acting on behalf of the commu-
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nity at large, its very establish-
ment would serve to embody the
essential community of the Jew-
ish ethos. Hence the conclusion
that, while the rebirth of Israel
is undertaken to bring about
the rebirth of the Jewish ethos,
the condition for that rebirth
is the realization of that ethos
in the world of action.
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