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The Contradictions of Jewish Power 
 
The creation of Israel solved the crisis of Jewish dispersion by resurrecting the Jewish 
homeland. But there were two problems it could not solve. The so-called Jewish problem was in 
reality the problem of nations that blamed their dysfunction on the Jews. (In 1939, Wyndham 
Lewis, a modernist painter and writer, admonished his fellow Christians that the “Jewish 
problem” was not of Jewish making but the result of the character of Christian nations and their 
hostile attitude toward the Jews.92) Just as no Jewish initiative could have solved the German 
problem that culminated in Nazism, no Israeli initiative could correct “what went wrong” in 
Arab societies.93 Jews could only hope to enhance their own security through the avoidance of 
fatal mistakes and nudge the Arab world to greater maturity by making it clear that Israel was in 
the region to stay. 
 
The second—internal—problem that could not be alleviated by the creation of Israel alone was 
the relation of Jews to political power. Zionist thinkers had expected sovereignty to result in 
political normalization without being able to anticipate the role that a tiny Jewish state might 
play in the international struggle for power. In trying to withstand the Arab assault, Israelis, 
Jews, and concerned third parties tripped again and again over the same issue of power that 
had impeded the development of Jewish political history to begin with. If historians once 
mistook the absence of sovereignty to mean that Jews stood outside politics, modern students 
of the problem too often assumed that the resumption of sovereignty guaranteed political 
parity between Israel and the nations. Jews were said to have reversed their political fortunes 
once they began governing themselves and an Arab minority in a country of their own. Equating 
“statehood” with “power,” the new experts confused Zionism's potential with its achievement, 
as if the acquired option of Jewish self-defense had erased Arab advantages of numbers, 
resources, and land. 
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This misdiagnosis deepened in 1982 when Israel entered Lebanon to destroy the terrorist bases 
of the Palestine Liberation Organization. The incursion was seized upon as proof of Israel's 
offensive as well as defensive capability, as well as its potential corruption as an aggressor 
state. Observers expressed their concern about the “rapidity with which Jews have moved from 
powerlessness to power,” citing Israel's military capability as a major threat to traditional 
Jewish values.94 In an effort to chasten modern Israel, the historian David Biale offered a 
beguilingly contrarian recital of history, locating “power” in situations of prolonged political 
dependency and “powerlessness” in situations where Jews tried to rule over themselves. Thus, 
he considers periods of Jewish sovereignty merely preludes to political defeat: “Ultimately, the 
victory of the Hasmoneans led to the destruction of the Temple itself.” Defeat, on the other 
hand, leads to advantageous political dependency: “The failure of the revolt against the 
Romans ultimately led to a greater stability and greater Jewish power.”95 By “stability” Biale 
means the internal Jewish governance of the rabbis under foreign control; the function of 
“ultimately” in these judgments is to make Diaspora the preferred condition of Jewish political 
life because it lacks the anxieties of political self-rule. 
 
Critics like Biale were right to hold Israel accountable for its political actions, some of which 
have been regrettable, though not necessarily in the ways that they imply. His book is useful as 
an articulation of something larger, harkening back to the politics of complementarity as 
though accommodation were part of the moral essence of Judaism itself. In the wake of the 
First World War, the writer and ethnographer S. An-sky theorized that Jewish folklore differed 
fundamentally from its Gentile counterparts in its aversion to any kind of physical heroism or 
strength. “The exclusive motif of Jewish folk-tales is the spiritual [not the material] struggle.”96 
Having just witnessed what he called “the destruction of Galician Jewry,” An-sky found comfort 
in the spiritual staying power that he said Jews substituted for the conquests valued by other 
nations. But An-sky's insight, like Biale's, ignored that premodern Jews ascribed to the Almighty, 
Lord of the Universe, all the physical prowess that they lacked. No daily reader of the Psalms 
could underestimate the might of God, whose indignation blazed like fire, who avenged the 
spilled blood of His servants the Jews and would pay back their enemies sevenfold. The 
glorification of powerlessness was as antithetical to Judaism as belief in the son of God. Jews 
did not think themselves powerless in the most meaningful sense: had they not reckoned on 
ultimate vindication, they could not have claimed to believe in justice—one of the cardinal 
tenets of Jewish civilization. The power of God, emphatically including his eventual action in 
history was the guarantee that justice would ultimately triumph. Lacking such faith in God’s 
intervention, modern Jews could not claim to be moral unless they themselves intended to 
supply the missing dimension of power. Otherwise, they were signing Jews up for a suicide pact 
with every new set of enemies. 
 
Sovereign Israel was obviously abler to defend itself than were Jewish polities of the Diaspora. 
However, representations of Israel as a dominant regional power replicated its distorted image 
in the mind of its enemies. Most of the Arab world remains formally in a state of war against 
Israel. An estimated 13 million Jews worldwide, about 4.5 million fewer than in 1939, try to win 
tolerance from more than 250 million Arabs, who have ties to more than 1 billion Muslims. 
Advances in Arab missile technology bring Israel ever more dangerously into enemy sights, 
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while Israeli power remains hugely constrained by international pressure and by its own 
disinclination to fight those from whom it seeks acceptance. 
 
It would have been strange, indeed, had Jews within decades of recovering their sovereignty 
reversed the political patterns of millennia to the point of “abusing power” rather than, as had 
previously been the case, failing at self-protection. Political theory might then have 
hypothesized that sovereignty itself, independent of political culture or institutions, begets 
aggression in the very act of declaring independence. Perhaps claims about Israel's political 
turnabout are governed by some such assumption about the inherent militarism of nation-
states, but the behavior of Israel belies any such conclusion. Far from exposing Jews to the 
temptations of might, the creation of Israel had inadvertently reproduced in the Middle East a 
political imbalance almost identical to the one that Jews had experienced in the Diaspora. 
Israelis were no more inclined or able to subdue the Arabs than the nations among whom Jews 
had sojourned in exile. What Conor Cruise O'Brien called “the siege”—Israel's geopolitical 
situation from the moment of its founding—restricted the political options of the sovereign 
Jewish state not much less than statelessness had previously impinged on the Jews of Europe.97 
 
Wielding military strength, Israel changed the Jewish political equilibrium in contradictory ways. 
The options of self-defense that Israel acquired by establishing its own military and intelligence 
made Jews for the first time in two thousand years a potentially valuable ally, including of the 
world's superpower, the United States. At the same time, Israel's susceptibility as a Jewish and 
democratic state greatly enhanced its utility as a political target for those who demonized both 
Jews and democracy. These advantages and liabilities were inextricably linked, greatly 
magnifying Israel's prominence in the international arena and exaggerating the image of Jewish 
“power” without altering the radical imbalance between Arabs and Muslims on one side and 
Jews on the other. Already the world's most mythologized people, Jews acquired as the 
despised “Zionist entity” an international reputation greater than Jehovah's. 
 

The Definitive Ally 
 
Israel's political predicament returns us to the place where this book began: Shmuel Zygelboym 
failed to enlist the help of Allied leaders in 1943 because they did not think that rescuing the 
Jews was essential to winning the war. He appealed to them on humanitarian grounds, and 
they felt that they could best serve humanity by defeating Hitler. The British Foreign Office 
resented the “inconvenience” caused by European Jewry, and even Prime Minister Churchill, 
who was genuinely moved by the Jews' plight, did not want his intervention on their behalf to 
jeopardize the rest of the war effort.98 President Roosevelt likewise tried not to offend the 
protectionist and isolationist factions in Congress and the State Department. Whatever private 
sympathies these two great leaders harbored for the Jewish victims—and by reliable accounts, 
both wanted to do more in the way of rescue than they felt was politically feasible—they did 
not think of the Jews as political allies, hence they did not reckon Nazi actions against the Jews 
as part of the war against them. Although Great Britain and the United States had joined a war 
that was already being fought against the Jews of Europe, they did not think anti-Semitism had 
a direct bearing on the war they were waging. 



 4 

 
Likewise, most Americans never fully grasped the connection between what the historian Lucy 
Dawidowicz called “the war against the Jews” and Franklin Delano Roosevelt's declaration of 
war against Germany in December 1941. Opponents of America's entry into the war even cited 
that connection as a reason for not intervening. They said Roosevelt, father of the “Jew Deal,” 
had been pressured by the Jews into joining their fight. Yet nothing was further from the truth: 
even after he had been given incontrovertible evidence of the mass murder of Jews, Roosevelt 
did not allow the exigency of rescue to distract him from winning the war. Intent on fighting 
through to an unconditional surrender, he did not want “to divide the American people over 
what the war in Europe was really about—especially when it was not yet certain that the Allies 
would win the war in Europe.”99 It is fairer to say that Roosevelt went to war despite seeming 
to enter it on the side of the Jews. He did not choose to fight for the Jews but was provoked 
into fighting against the anti-Jews. 
 
In our own day, George Walker Bush was provoked by the Al Qaeda attacks of September 11, 
2001, into joining what he called a “war on terror” that had long been waged by radical Arabs 
and Muslims against the Jews of Israel. Just as before, isolationists like Pat Buchanan accused 
President Bush of having been manipulated by Jews into joining their fight. Buchanan charged 
American Jews with “deliberately damaging U.S. relations with every state in the Arab world 
that defies Israel or supports the Palestinian people's right to a homeland of their own.” He said 
that “through their arrogance, hubris, and bellicosity,” the Jews had alienated American allies 
all over the Islamic and Western world, and he insisted that America could have avoided the 
conflict by courting the Arabs rather than siding with Israel.100  
 
Like the isolationists of World War II, Buchanan had it backwards: no more than President 
Roosevelt did George W. Bush have the Jews in mind when he determined to go to war against 
those who attacked his country and those who harbored the terrorists. The coordinated strikes 
against the centers and symbols of American power were aimed at the most powerful 
democracy in the world: Israel figured merely the “little Satan” as compared to the “big,” the 
more accessible and vulnerable target in an escalating struggle. But this time—unlike in World 
War II—some officials recognized the correspondence between the two conflicts. “We are all 
Jews now,” declared James Woolsey, former director of the CIA, spelling out the logic of the 
Bush administration's foreign policy in the wake of 9/11: “We should all reflect upon the 
historic reality that when anti-Semitism raises its head, the rest of us, unless we are willing to 
live with a foot on our necks will be the next targets.”101 Though President Bush did not go to 
war to help the Jews, like Roosevelt, he was provoked into fighting the anti-Jews. 
 
In 1943 the Dutch-born journalist-writer Pierre Van Paassen tried to stir the British conscience 
with an account of the help they were receiving from their “forgotten ally,” the Jews of 
Palestine.102 He excoriated the British for sacrificing the Jews fighting on their behalf in order to 
gain the support of Arab leaders fighting against them. At present, many Americans and most 
members of Congress need no such reminder. They are persuaded that Israel is, along with 
Britain and Australia, the strongest ally of the United States, and certainly the most tested in 
battle. Americans combating terror routinely learn from Israel's experience and rely on Israeli 
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expertise in everything from airport security to trauma relief. The administration of George W. 
Bush articulated more clearly than any of its predecessors the strategic connection between 
Israel's security and its own. This, then, is the greatest difference for the Jews since the 
founding of Israel—that they have something to offer as an acknowledged ally, not merely as 
individual Jews behind the scenes, as bankers or scientists, cultural creators or impresarios, but 
collectively, because of the political role they have been forced to play. For the first time, the 
ability of Jews to withstand their assailants affects the security of other nations as much as their 
own. Jews always believed that they were meant to help repair the world, but now that belief 
has turned into plain political fact, albeit in the form they least expected and least desired. 
 
Many liberal supporters of Israel are disheartened by how little the resumption of Jewish 
statehood has affected the political standing of Jews among the nations, and by the new 
hostility it awakened. Zionists had correctly identified the variable of statelessness as a cause of 
anti-Semitism, but in returning to the Land of Israel, Jews could not escape the further 
predicament of their merit. For many centuries Christians had tried to stick Jews with the bill 
for the Bible they had appropriated from them. One theory held that Christians hated the Jews 
for saddling them with Christianity itself. Now Muslims, in direst need of an explanation for 
their slippage in world historical standing, try to pin their collapse on Jewish accomplishment. 
As the politics of blame reaches its apotheosis in opposition to the Jewish state, Jews are called 
on to muster more creative resistance than had ever been demanded of them or of any other 
people. 
 
But if changes in the Jewish polity had left it more exposed, Israel had also acquired strategic 
and principled significance. As the only regional democracy with a constitutional culture strong 
enough to sustain its political structure, Israel is a crucially situated outpost of the West. Easier 
to attack than the larger democracies of Europe and the Americas, Israel was now inextricably 
linked to their defense. To ignore threats to Israel's existence is to invite earlier attacks on one's 
own. 
 
There was a time when autocrats risked little or nothing by sacrificing their Jews to invaders or 
mobs. If threatened, the Gentile master could throw the dog a Jewish bone to deflect it from 
his own juicier thigh. The attackers might be satisfied with the bone, or choke on it. Or else the 
master himself—England's Edward I leaps to mind—would drain the Jews of their money and 
possessions, execute their leaders, and expel the rest. 
 
Democracies do not enjoy the same impunity when it comes to sacrificing their Jews. 
Democratic leaders may still try to appease a restive underclass the way the French 
government tends to let Arab gangs target Jews as a limited, presumably harmless outlet for 
frustration, or the way British elites try to appease Muslims by joining in anti-Israel agitation. 
But far from choking on the Jewish bone, aggressors against a democratic system are more 
often invigorated by their anti-Semitism to move against society as a whole. Jews in democratic 
societies are not merely the proverbial canaries sent into the mine shaft to test the quality of 
the air: they function rather as the kindling used to set the system aflame. Why stop at the 
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Jews? Thugs who get away with harassing Jewish citizens go on to torch the rest of the 
citizenry. 
 
So, too, when Israel is assaulted in the international arena, its fellow democracies may prefer to 
remain neutral rather than risk alienating the assailants, reluctant to subordinate their self-
interest to the defense of a foreign nation. Self-styled political “realists” argue that if Israel is a 
liability it should be sacrificed to American priorities in the hope that the Arab-Muslim 
consortium targeting the Jews would be satisfied by the prospect of that limited conquest. The 
record of the United Nations encourages an opposite deduction. Time and again, opposition to 
Israel has been the vehicle for successful alliances against America and human rights efforts in 
the rest of the world. In the 1960's, the Arab-Soviet bloc used opposition to Israel to take 
political control of the world organization for which America was footing most of the bill. 
Resolutions attacking Israel's “racism” and “discrimination” routinely divert attention from their 
sponsors, who, unlike Israel, institutionalize racism and discrimination (including against 
women) in their countries. An astute young German, Sebastian Haffner, noted that the Nazis 
came to power by provoking a general discussion “not about their own existence, but about the 
right of their victims to exist.”103 By the same technique, assaults on Israel's legitimacy obscure 
the abuses of the countries that are pointing the finger. Professional observers have by now 
provided ample evidence of how the Arab war against Israel “debased the UN, sullied its 
charter, perverted the meaning of human rights, and ransacked international law and its 
highest Court.”104 
 
Prospects for peace in our time depend on how soon Israel is granted the unexceptional place it 
earned in the family of nations. This outcome hangs on two factors—whether Arab and Muslim 
leaders and populations can be persuaded by word and deed to drop Israel from their political 
agenda, and, until that happens, whether Israel and world Jewry have the staying power to 
repel the Arab assault, The word goes forth from Zion in ways that earlier Israelites never 
intended: in defending themselves, Jews have been turned into the fighting front line of the 
democratic world. 
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