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I vehemently oppose the view that Zionist theory and practice are necessarily or essentially 
connected with the idea of the "light to the nations." It seems to me that those who find 
allusions to this idea in the works of Ahad Ha'am and Herzl are mistaken. But even if such 
allusions existed, they would not turn a wild misconception into the truth. I reject the 
attempts to adorn the state of Zionsm with the religious aura. Rather than exalt Zionism 
and the state, these efforts devaluate religion, turning it from the service of God into the 
fulfillment of human needs and aspirations. As to the meaning of Zionism - here is an 
account of a conversation I had some time ago with an important non-Jewish foreign 
journalist. He asked: "What is the meaning of Zionism?" He had previously posed this 
question to several Israeli public figures and received various answers. One was that 
Zionism is an endeavor to build a model society. My reaction was that this is the goal of 
many people of all nations and cultures, Jews and non-Jews, and striving to achieve this 
end does not necessitate the existence of a separate Jewish nation and state. Another 
answer identified Zionism with freeing the Jews from their state of alienation among the 
nations that regard them as foreigners and do not permit them to integrate except in a 
formal-legal sense, so they lack a feeling of existential security. This reply was rejected by 
the journalist himself, who pointed out that in the post-Hitlerite generation the obstacles 
to full integration of Jews were moved in all Western societies. In these countries Jews 
were massively absorbed into the economy and into cultural life, business organizations, 
and the academies, and were active in science and literature and even in politics. The sense 
of alienation between Jews and Gentiles has vanished, and the rise of Jews to positions of 
influence does not evoke any resistance and does not draw the attention of the non-Jewish 
public. In the United States Jews have served as secretary of state, attorney general, and 
mayor of its largest city; in Austria a Jew was chancellor. Forty-seven British MPs were 
Jews, and the first woman ever to become a minister in France was Jewish. As for feelings 
of insecurity, nowhere is Jewish existence so threatened as it is in the state of Israel. Some 
of the journalist's interlocutors identified Zionism as a mystical phenomenon, as the 
fulfillment of the prophetic vision and messianic promises. Given the utter secularization of 
the great majority of the Jewish people, this is absurd. 

My own answer to that non-Jew was that Zionism is the expression of our being fed up with 
being ruled by Goyim. I am aware that this "we" does not extend to all Jews. Still, it is the 
motive shared by Zionist Jews who differ widely in their human values and in their 
conception of Judaism. Zionism is best defined as the program for the attainment of 
political and national independence. Now that this has been attained in the form of a 
sovereign state, Zionism consists in the effort to maintain this independence. This is the 
function the state of Israel performs for the Jewish people, in addition to inspiring "the fear 
of authority" as does every system of government to maintain peace and tranquility. More 
than that should not be expected from any state. The values people wish to realize, 
whether general humanistic ones like the idea of a "model society," or specifically Jewish 
such as the "prophetic vision and the messianic promises," or, most authentically, a 
condition in which "the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord," are not the affair 
of the state. Their realization is a proper object for the aspirations and striving of 
individuals and groups within the state. It is outside the sphere of action of the executive 
and administrative apparatus of state coercion, which can never be the suitable instrument 
for the implementation of these values. 



Zionism is not defined or determined by social, moral, or religious values. Moreover, the 
realization of Zionism affords no guarantee of the actualization of these values. Similarly, 
there is no congruence between Zionism and the concern for the well-being and physical 
safety of the Jews. True enough, the first two generations of Zionists - those of Herzl and 
Weizmann - believed that Zionism was a historical necessity because Jews were denied 
assimilation among the nations. The early Zionists believed that Jews in exile were eternally 
doomed to be aliens, either as tolerated foreigners or as outcast and oppressed strangers. 
They could only be delivered from this tragic situation by setting up a national home in their 
own land. This conception does not fit the contemporary scene. We are witnessing the 
accelerated assimilation of Jews and their complete integration in their host societies. The 
only ones resisting this process are Jews who do not want it. Zionism today is therefore a 
matter of a voluntary, deliberate decision made by Jews - a minority of them. It has also 
become evident that Jewish independence affords no guarantee to the well-being and 
security of the Jewish people, who are threatened in their land more than anywhere else. It 
follows that, in this respect too, the Jew is required to make a decision to accept (for himself 
and his wife and children) the risk involved in living under conditions of Jewish national 
independence.
 


