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not the descendants, literally or spiritually, 
of Amalek. While Amalek was motivated by 
pure hatred of the Jews, our war with the 
Palestinians, bitter as it is, is the result of 
counter-claims and narratives.

The clash over competing Jewish values 
is particularly acute in Hebron. There are few 
places in the Land of Israel that I feel more 
deeply connected to than the City of the 
Patriarchs and Matriarchs. And I resonate 
with the arguments of Hebron’s settlers: what 
people would voluntarily cede control over 
its birthplace, of its most ancient pantheon? 
And yes, the presence of settlers in Hebron 
helps ensure relatively safe Jewish access to 
the Tomb of the Patriarchs. And yet: consider 
the price of maintaining a Jewish presence in 
Hebron – including closing down Arab shops 
to create a cordon of safety around the Jewish 
enclaves. Each time I visit Hebron the dilemma 
appears more acute. How can we remain true 
to ourselves if we leave Hebron? How can we 
remain true to ourselves if we stay under these 
conditions?

Multi-Dimensional Jews
The way we approach the Hebron conundrum, 
as our other political and moral dilemmas, often 
depends on one’s Jewish experiences. During 
the first intifada I served in a reservist unit in 
Gaza with a new immigrant from South Africa, 
whom I’ll call Ze’ev. His deepest fear was of 
an apartheid Israel; in the refugee camps we 
patrolled, Ze’ev saw Soweto. 

In our same unit was a new immigrant from 
Ethiopia named Shimon, who had trekked to a 
Sudanese refugee camp in the mid-1980s. Like 
other Jews there, he had hidden his Jewishness 
from the Arab authorities; but a Sudanese 
soldier, suspecting he was Jewish, crushed 
his bare foot with an iron-tipped boot. Now 
Shimon walked with a limp. His greatest fear 
was that the Arab world would destroy Israel, 
and that he and his family would be returned 
to a refugee camp. Gaza turned Ze’ev into a 
leftist, and Shimon into a rightist. 

We are the Jews we are, then, largely because 
of the Jews we were. Can we learn to respect 
the wisdom and fears accumulated in our 

varied wanderings? More profoundly, can we 
learn to internalize each other’s indispensible 
insights? 

We are all afraid for Israel – but we call our 
fears by different, sometimes contradictory, 
names. Our shared fear is that our return 
to this land is conditional, that we can once 
again forfeit our hold here – because of a lack 
of sufficient love for the land, because of a lack 
of sufficient sensitivity to the stranger among 
us; because of the hedonism of Tel Aviv, because 
of the fanaticism of Bnai Brak. In a sense all 
our arguments are about the same question: 
what is the fateful “sin” that may unravel the 
return of the Jews home? 

Yet even as I respect the passion of those 
who ask that question, I fear their answers. I 
fear the destructive capacity of true believers 
who always know precisely what Israel must 
do, regardless of the consequences if they 
are wrong. Perhaps the shared “sin” of our 
ideologues is a lack of humility. Sometimes 
it seems to me that Israel needs to be saved 
most of all from its would-be saviors of left 
and right.

How, then, to begin the process of 
transforming our discourse? One way is by 
acknowledging that the fanatics don’t in fact 
define their respective camps. Each camp has 
a fatal yetzer harah, an evil temptation, and 
that yetzer harah is expressed on the fringe, 
which seeks ideological purity and perfection: 
violence on the right, betrayal on the left. The 
fringes need to be discredited – and that can 
only be achieved by the mainstream of each 
camp. 

In the end, though, I am not arguing for a 
policy but a sensibility. The challenge of our 
generation is to create a multi-dimensional 
Jewish personality capable of containing 
differing, even opposing insights from across 
the political and cultural spectrum. Your camp 
has a crucial role to play in diffusing the 
growing alienation between Jews. The capacity 
to acknowledge that your opponent too has 
an indispensible insight culled from Jewish 
history and likewise speaks with the authority 
of Jewish values would go a long way toward 
accomplishing the goal you so passionately 
endorse: healing the Jewish people. 
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On 25 August 1944, S.Y. Agnon published a piece in the daily newspaper 
Ha'aretz about a prominent figure who had just passed away. Agnon had 

nothing but praise for the deceased, including him among the "four men in 
whom the Almighty vested the power to give shape to the Yishuv." The first 
three luminaries named were Agnon's close friend, the gifted Hebrew writer 
Yosef Hayyim Brenner; Arthur Ruppin, mastermind of Zionist settlement and 
land acquisition; and Rabbi Avraham HaCohen Kook, the first Chief Rabbi 
of the Land of Israel. The fourth man, Agnon wrote, "taught us all that the 
above three had given us combined." That man was Berl Katznelson.
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Born in 1886 in Bobruisk, Russia (in today's 
Belarus), Berl (as he was known to all) came to 
Palestine in 1908, in the wave of immigration 
that came to be known as the Second Aliyah.  
His resumé encapsulates Zionist mythology: 
traveling day worker in Jaffa, Petah Tikva, 
the Galilee and Jerusalem; member of the 
experimental workers collective, Kvutzat 
Kinneret; infantryman in the Jewish Legion of 
the British Army, founded by Ze'ev Jabotinsky 
and Yosef Trumpeldor. Berl's contribution 
to agricultural work and military service 
was nothing to write home about; but he 
immediately stood out as a leader in the 
emerging Labor Zionist movement. His advice 
was sought and his guidance accepted almost 
wherever he went. 

Not one to adopt high-flown titles or 
posts, Berl may be alternately described as 
a workers' leader, ideologue, educator and 
political maverick. With a rare combination 
of vision and practicality, he became one of 
the chief architects of institutional Zionism, 
having established such vital organizations 
as Hapoalim Bank (one of Israel's two leading 
banks today), the Histadrut (the powerful 
federation of Israeli labor unions), and Clalit 
Health Services (the largest healthcare 
provider in the country). Interestingly, the 
only longstanding official positions that Berl 
held were in publishing, as founding editor of 
the workers' daily newspaper Davar, and of 
the Am Oved and Sifriyat Poalim publishing 
houses. 

In her authoritative study, Berl: The Biography 
of a Socialist Zionist, the Israeli historian Anita 
Shapira aptly describes Katznelson in his 
prime as the "concertmaster" of the Zionist 
movement in Eretz Israel. Like the orchestra's 
first player among peers, Berl was the member 
to whom everyone looked for inspiration, 
including the imperious David Ben-Gurion, 
who became Israel's first prime minister. Berl 
never stepped up to the conductor's podium, 
earning admiration and loyalty but never 
achieving real power. 

In the Maelstrom of 
Contention 
In his memorial article, Agnon listed Berl's 
three main virtues, among which was "a talent 
for capturing the main argument." And he 
elaborated: 

In the whirlpool of opinions and in the 
labyrinth of confused thoughts, [Berl] would 
always recognize the main argument that 
his interlocutor meant to convey without 
realizing it. And even his detractors were 
sometimes amazed when, in the heat of 
debate, he would repeat back to them the 
gist of their argument in order to refute 
it, and this way they could have a grasp of 
their own position. ("On Berl Katznelson", 
1944)

Indeed, Berl Katznelson's life was painted 
with the colors of criticism and controversy, 
as with those of conflict resolution and 
reconciliation. For Berl, Zionism was a 
movement born in strife. Drawing on socialist 
values and inspired by their revolutionary spirit, 
the Zionists of Berl's generation first had to 
grapple with the criticisms and resistance of the 
mainstream voices in the Jewish world, before 
they could address the challenge of creating a 
sovereign Jewish state. His editorial in Davar's 
inaugural issue of 1 June, 1925, entitled "To 
Our Readers," offers a retrospective account 
of the Second Aliyah: 

This aliyah of workers, which blazed the way 
to the Land of Israel, constituted a radical 
rebellion, silent yet unswerving, against 
the Jewish condition, as well as against the 
mindset prevalent in the Jewish world . . . 
and in light of the great socialist successes of 
our time, in light of the grand revolutionary 
idea of the workers' movement worldwide, 
the young movement in Israel was forged 
and paved its own way . . . 

One desire, continued Berl, animates the 
movement: 
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To gather in the dispersed flock of Israel 
and to establish, with the creative powers of 
the pioneering collective, a nation working 
its land, thus actualizing the societal and 
moral elements inherent in the idea of 
Redemption . . .

But Berl's path was strewn with objections 
and disagreements, from friends and colleagues, 
foes and adversaries alike. The most corrosive 
disputes erupted amid the endless power 
struggles within the Labor movement and 
its various factions. It must be remembered 
that in the absence of a controlling authority, 
the opinions of Jewish leaders in Palestine 
and of officials in the world Zionist movement 
often carried equal weight in matters of policy. 
With the establishment of the State of Israel, 
Diaspora leaders lost their official standing 
as representatives of the Jewish interests in 
the Land of Israel. But that was not the case 
during Berl's lifetime, when criticism from 
the international community, not to mention 
that of the British Mandate, had immediate 
and dramatic consequences for the Zionist 
cause. 

One of Berl's toughest challenges came in 
the wake of the 1937 Peel Commission Report, 
and the Partition Plan it proposed. For the first 
time since its establishment in 1922, the British 
Mandate in Palestine sought to resolve the 
growing conflict between its Jewish and Arab 
populations, which climaxed in an organized 
Arab uprising known as the 1936-1939 Arab 
Revolt. Among the reasons for Arab protests 
and violence against Jews, the commission 
report cited "the pressure on Palestine exerted 
by World Jewry . . . and the consequent high 
figures of Jewish immigration," as a catalyst for 
"Arab fear of Jewish domination over Palestine"; 
"the inequality of opportunity enjoyed by Arabs 
and Jews respectively in putting their case" 
before the British authorities and public; "the 
Arab belief that the Jews can always get their 
way by means denied to the Arabs"; "Arab alarm 
at the continued purchase of Arab land by Jews"; 
and finally, what the commission described as 
"The intensive character of Jewish nationalism 
in Palestine." The report concluded that

… the existing Mandate should be terminated 
and that there should be in substitution for 
it two treaties with independent sovereign 
Arab and Jewish States, covering roughly 

Map of the Peel 
Commission's proposed 
borders for Jewish and 
Arab states in Palestine, 
1937.
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two-thirds and one-third of Palestine 
respectively.

This outline for the Partition Plan gave the 
Jewish state the coastal plain from Nahariyah 
to today's Ashdod (some 35 km south of Tel 
Aviv), extending eastward in the north to 
include the Jezreel Valley and the Galilee as 
well. The Arab state would have kept Judea, 
Samaria and the Negev, while Jerusalem would 
remain a British protectorate that included a 
westward corridor to Jaffa. 

The Peel Report was in fact reasonably 
balanced, as it also took into consideration the 
needs expressed by the Jewish representatives 
it interviewed (Berl among them). But it 
ultimately left Zionist leadership with a 
dilemma: the unprecedented, concrete offer of 
Jewish sovereignty in a part of Palestine was far 
removed from Zionist expectations and plans. 
Would Jewish refusal prove to be an historical 
mistake or wise policy-making? And without a 
single, representative body deliberating on this 
question, how were Zionist leaders to decide 
whose opinion should prevail? Unresolved as 
those questions may have been, the British 
offer could not be left unanswered. 

The Art of the Possible 
Berl opposed the Partition Plan, but feared that 
disagreements within the Zionist movement 
would cause an irreparable rift. Arriving in 
Zurich in August 1937, a month after the Peel 
Commission published its conclusions, Berl 
attended two conferences one after the other: 
an international gathering of the laborers' party 
Mapai, and the 20th World Zionist Congress. His 
speech before Po'alei Tzion (Laborers of Zion) – 
his own faction within the Labor party – was 
delivered in Hebrew (and is excerpted below in 
English translation). It foretold what he would 
do a few days later at the Zionist Congress 
(in Yiddish): find a middle road between the 
supporters and detractors of the Partition Plan 
for the sake of unity. 

Berl's critics within his faction, he said, 

accused him of "handing over ammunition 
to the opposing party," meaning complicity 
with Ben-Gurion, who avidly supported the 
acceptance of the Partition Plan. This internal 
debate was fierce, and included mutual mud-
slinging between the opposing factions: 

We have never lacked for debates. But we 
did not turn them into discord, let alone 
into conflict . . . And yet the wheel turns 
. . . We fan controversy, employing crude 
arguments, double-edged reasoning that 
harms its wielder as much as his adversary, 
while the debaters drift unawares into the 
maelstrom of contention.

The lesson Berl wanted his listeners to 
internalize was that practical politics is first 
and foremost about unity of ranks, and only 
then about the achievement of goals. Dispute 
and controversy are counterproductive if they 
become the essence of political discourse. The 
stakes of the Zionist project are high and so 
is the price to be paid for mistakes. Ironically, 
the fear of controversy drove Berl to openly 
censure Ben-Gurion, his long-time ally and 
close friend:

A movement that is called upon to waive 
any of its entitlements [to the Land] or 
hopes owes it to itself a clear knowledge as 
to what it is about to relinquish. And if it 
has healthy instincts – it will ache over the 
concessions, even if they were inevitable; and 
will feel them deeply. But if we undervalue 
what we cede in order to make life easier for 
ourselves – then we abuse ourselves, adding 
to our material concessions self-deceit and 
self-forfeiture.

Berl's comrades in Poalei Tzion knew full 
well that up until that moment he opposed 
partition. But since he recognized the real 
danger of an explosive clash within the Zionist 
camp, Berl made himself out to be a mild 
sympathizer with the British offer– not making 
any commitments, not changing his views on 
the limited capabilities of the Yishuv, and not 
hiding his strong attachment to the whole of 
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the country, the landscape of Jewish dreams 
now tangible and real, if not yet reachable: 

[C]an we rest content with the love for the 
stretches of Eretz Israel that we possess, 
without those that are not yet ours? We 
mustn't nip those sentiments in the bud.   

Berl thought of History as a series of 
events whose inevitability we discover only 
in hindsight. In the case of the partition of 
Palestine, this was surely the case. The Peel 
proposal did not materialize, because the Arab 
leadership spurned the British offer. But the 
modest stake in the Land of Israel to say the 
least, offered to the Jews in 1937 expanded 
considerably ten years later, in the UN's 
partition plan, passed at the General Assembly 
on 29 November, 1947. The Labor apparatus, 
like the Zionist movement, remained intact 
and continued to serve as the nascent state 
institutions that in time became the formal 
governmental bodies of the State of Israel. 

Today, in the view of Land of Israel 
maximalists, true Zionism represents an 
irrefutable right to land and settlement. 
This interpretation, in turn, is employed by 
Israel's harshest critics to represent Zionism 
as racist. For their part, Zionist "purists" take 
encouragement from international criticisms 
to become yet more entrenched in self-
righteousness. In the process, a quintessential 

aspect of historical Zionism – a revolutionary 
movement we mustn't forget – is swept aside: 
constructive criticism. The ideologues of the 
Second Aliyah, who later formed the core of the 
Zionist leadership, forged their lives in their 
new homeland by levelling a scathing critique 
at their Diaspora past, as well as the flaws of 
the Yishuv. When its goals have been attained, 
it is only natural for a successful revolution to 
enter a stage of maturation, where zeal and 
fervor give way to complacency. But if Zionism 
is to remain true to itself, it must find a way of 
retaining – and sharpening – the critical eye 
of the revolutionary.

And indeed, Berl 's warning against 
dysfunctional bickering rings true today, though 
the political reality could not be farther away 
from 1937 Palestine. How can this problem be 
overcome? An anecdote from Agnon's "Berl" 
offers a pertinent alternative: two Jews who 
lived in the same Eastern European town – one 
reserved and introverted, the other effusive and 
outgoing – studied Gemara together every day. 
One day, they quarrelled, and stopped talking 
to each other for a long time, and yet they 
continued with their study routine. They did 
so because the morning after their quarrel, one 
of them knocked on his study partner's door, 
and when the latter asked him what he wanted 
of him, the visitor replied: "I come to study." 
That man was Berl Katznelson's father. 

Berl Katznelson (at right) 
and S.Y. Agnon in the 
early 1940s.
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After many years of our working together, one 
day I found myself having differences with 
friends with whom I have shared the road of 
Zionist policy for many years. What I am about 
to say today will upset many in our Movement, 
perhaps even the majority, and will certainly 
sour the mood on the Jewish street. I have no 
craving for controversy, but it is one's duty, 
even if bitter, to tell a cheerful and buoyant 
crowd: Beware, you are treading on dangerous 
ground. This is why I am here today . . .

What divides us?
We have never lacked for debates. But we did not 
turn them into discord, let alone into conflict. 
We have sought cooperation, and did not fear 
compromise. We knew that winning the debate 
is not what matters most. We realized that 
one could win the debate and lose in real life. 
And yet the wheel turns, bringing back the 
polemical mood that we had already laid to 
rest. We fan controversy, employing crude 
arguments, double-edged reasoning that harms 
its wielder as much as his adversary, while the 
debaters drift unawares into the maelstrom 
of contention. 

And beyond seeking to reinforce his own 
position and prove the viability of his proposed 
path, the debater is trying to prove that any 
other way but his is sure to lead to chaos. And 

even before we know what path History has 
dictated for us, we already manage to pollute 
the waterhole from which we drink, and are 
quick to stoke hatred, contempt and despair.

And lest I too be caught in the pitfalls 
of controversy, let me say at the outset that 
although we may expect numerous obstacles, I 
will not be disheartened. I am far from thinking 
that our situation is rosy. The entire world is 
in a grave state, and surely our own situation 
– in Eretz Israel and at large – is most difficult. 
Forces that wear down our strength and trample 
our dignity are on the rise. All of the world's 
calamities are upon us. I do not find relief in 
the remedies suggested for allaying them. And 
yet, my belief in our ability to work our way out 
of this crisis only grows. It is actually from our 
experiences in a year of violence and instability 
that I have drawn unswerving faith in the 
great strength that Eretz Israel has instilled 
among the band of men and women gathered 
on its shores. . . .

What, then, are we arguing about? Not 
about our relation to Eretz Israel, nor about 
our final goal, or about the Jewish state. Let 
us remember this: our Movement is by its very 
nature a movement for the Jewish state. As 
much as we have learned from Ahad Ha'am and 
have inherited from him, it is not the vision of a 
spiritual center for our nation that has brought 
us to lead the pioneering life; rather, it is the 
vision of bringing our people to its land, the 
vision of a new Exodus. This fact is undeniable: 
the circles of self-declared "disciples" of Ahad 
Ha'am did not undertake the pioneering life. 
The debate among us is about the political 
reality, about seeing things as they are. And 
on this subject I disagree with many. 

The Double-Edged Sword of Criticism: Berl Katznelson and the Partition of Palestine /// Orr Scharf

The Roads  
that Lie Ahead
A speech before the Zionist Workers' Council, Zurich, August 1937

Berl Katznelson

We realized that one could 
win the debate and lose in 
real life.
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No sugar-coating 
My words might be perceived as expressing 
weakness, as if I am handing over ammunition 
to the opposing party; however, I want to keep 
my views clear of any shadow of a doubt. And I 
am not afraid to admit that I do not side with 
the dismissal of the very idea of a partition 
plan, be its conditions, form, and cost what they 
may. No, I am not saying this. We [Zionists] are 
not insignificant, but neither are we the be-all 
and end-all. We are not the only factor in the 
balance of powers. There are times when even 
powerful nations are compelled to surrender. 
Sometimes there is no choice. It may become 
necessary to retreat; it may become necessary 
to find a middle ground with the enemy. I do 
not believe that in diplomacy one should 
rule out compromise as a matter of principle. 
Capitulation may even become inevitable. 

But now I would like us to take a hard look at 
the truth. In order for a necessary compromise 
not to become an irreparable blow, we must 
acknowledge that we are compromising; and 
in order for surrender under coercion not to 
become a sweeping defeat, we must recognize 
that we are surrendering. But if you view 
compromise as premeditated progress and 
surrender as shining victory – you must wonder: 
perhaps it is not out of necessity, but due to 
gross misjudgment and tempting delusions that 
we are marching toward the abyss thinking we 
are about to cross a bridge. 

A movement that is called upon to waive 
any of its entitlements [to the Land] or hopes 
owes it to itself a clear knowledge as to what 
it is about to relinquish. And if it has healthy 
instincts – it will ache over the concessions, 
even if they were inevitable; and will feel them 

deeply. But if we undervalue what we cede in 
order to make life easier for ourselves – then 
we abuse ourselves, adding to our material 
concessions self-deceit and self-forfeiture. 

Let us assume that the Partition Plan can 
lead to a sustainable Jewish state. Let us assume 
further that out of all available options it is 
the best one. Does that permit us to believe 
that the concessions and losses it imposes are 
neither concessions nor losses? Yet listening to 
our friends on the other side of the argument, 
we hear that the Royal Commission did right 
by us by expropriating from the future Jewish 
state all that is excessive and redundant for the 
ingathering of the exiles: the territory that has 
been left out [of the proposed state] is nothing 
but rock, stone and wilderness . . . The notion 
of such "self-nullification" resurfaced during 
the Partition controversy in order to make the 
proposal palatable, to remove its disadvantages 
and keep only its benefits. 

The comrades who employ these arguments 
will forgive me if I suspect them of saying one 
thing and meaning another, having been led 
astray by an urge to be contentious. It would be 
saddening indeed, for all of us, if our [pioneers], 
who lovingly shed their sweat on rock and 
swamp, alienated themselves so easily from 
their heart's desire and life's work. I trust 
them, even after having said these things, 
that if only given the opportunity to hold fast 
to those places that they relinquish today in 
the heat of debate, if only offered to settle on 
a mountaintop or drill for water in the Negev, 
they would not be choosy, and follow through 
gladly. Then, as it usually happens to our good 
fellows, they would discover that this new 
foothold opens up new horizons and that 
he who sets foot there upholds the ultimate 
commandment of Zionist pioneering. And 
though I suspect that the comrades who, one 
fine day, began measuring Eretz Yisrael on the 
scales of homo economicus, not having followed 
their hearts, not really believing their own 
arguments, it pains my soul to hear their words. 
Where did we acquire this ease of contention 

The debate among us is 
about the political reality, 
about seeing things as 
they are.
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