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Dear friends,

Builders

For years, observers of American public life have been describing how noth-
ing works any longer. Schools aren’t producing educated citizens, doctors 
aren’t producing healthy patients, reporters aren’t covering the news—little 
functions the way it’s supposed to. This is a moment of institutional fragil-
ity for the Jewish world as well. The structures that we rely on—families, 
schools, synagogues—stand in need of renewal and replenishment. Or may-
be we need completely new institutions.

Indeed, in our February essay, Eric Cohen and Mitchell Rocklin sketched out 
a vision of Jewish education that could inspire precisely these kinds of new 
institutions. And this month, we focus on an earlier moment in the history 
of the Jews, one of Zionism’s boldest builders, the Russian physician Leon 
Pinsker.

In 1882, Pinsker broadcast a call to his fellow Jews, challenging them to 
reclaim their own destiny and reassert their own political sovereignty once 
again. In doing so, he beat Theodor Herzl to the punch by about fifteen 
years; The Jewish State didn’t come out until 1896. One of the fascinating 
differences between the two men concerns their answers to the question 
of how a Jewish state could come into being. Herzl famously thought that 
the Jews would need recognition from the world’s great powers, and so he 
sought audiences with the Kaiser and the Sultan. Pinsker thought that the 
Jews of the diaspora needed to pick up and relocate to the land of Israel. He 
saw that the solution to the Jewish question was to build something new 
without asking permission. Both ways are needed—but which are needed 
when? That’s a question worthy of close attention and study right now.

Defenders

Where Pinsker argued in the 1880s that the Jews would need to govern 
themselves again, my podcast guest this week thinks that the Jewish state 
needs to get ready to attack Iran, possibly unilaterally, in order to safeguard 
its national security. My guest is the former Israeli national security advisor 
Yaakov Amidror. A few weeks ago, Amidror remarked on an Israeli radio 
broadcast that the time has come for Israel to need to prepare to conduct a 
war with Iran without the assistance of the United States.

This week, he joins me to explain his thinking, to assess Iran’s capabilities 
and intentions, and to game out the role of Iranian’s proxy forces encircling 
Israel. Amidror believes that, should Israel attack in some way, a regional 
war will break out—a bloody war carrying enormous costs. He also believes 
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that such a regional war may yet be the least bad among the even worse op-
tions that present themselves once Tehran crosses the nuclear threshold.

From the archives—and the kitchens

102 years ago this week, the Hebrew novelist Yosef Haim Brenner was 
murdered by Arab rioters in Jaffa. Brenner’s writing is dark, and our long-
time critic Hillel Halkin discovers in it an attitude of thoroughgoing disdain 
for his fellow Jews. Though Brenner lived in Palestine, he wasn’t a hopeful 
Zionist, and he revolted against Jewish tradition. Where did this antinomian 
sentiment come from? And how did Brenner’s arguments relate to those of 
his contemporaries, like A.D. Gordon? Halkin analyzes Brenner’s novels in 
our archive pick this week. 

Oh, and have you seen in your social-media feeds all those beautiful chal-
lahs, braided and shaped into the form of a key, that appeared right after 
Passover? Our columnist Philologos spent some time searching for the ori-
gins of the practice—which he finds in Christian Easter breads. Surprised? 
Read on to find out more.

Need any help?

Earlier this week, we instituted a new paywall system at Mosaic. If you need 
any help whatsoever setting up or adjusting your account, just let us know. 
We’ll get back to you first thing next week.

 

With every good wish,

Jonathan Silver 
Editor, Mosaic
Warren R. Stern Senior Fellow of Jewish Civilization
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E S S AY

Children in the funeral procession for Leon Pinsker in Tel Aviv on June 25, 1934. Zoltan Kluger/
Government Press Office.

Herzl Before Herzl
Fifteen years before Herzl’s The Jewish State, a 
doctor named Leon Pinsker called for the Jews 
to reassert their honor by freeing themselves 
from the debasement of the diaspora.

O n February 10, 1896, just days before The Jewish State was pub-
lished, Theodor Herzl wrote in his diary about another pamphlet 
he had recently discovered. He observed that it was very similar 

to his own book, and it was “a pity that I did not read this work before my 
own pamphlet was printed. On the other hand, it is a good thing that I 
didn’t know it—or perhaps I would have abandoned my own undertaking.” 
It is surprising that Herzl, a man who devoted his life to the Zionist cause, 
might have been so easily deterred from publishing The Jewish State and 
spearheading the Zionist movement.

The pamphlet, Autoemancipation!: A Call to His Brethren from a Russian 
Jew, was written by a physician named Leon Pinsker, after a wave of 
pogroms swept through southern Russia. Although Pinsker’s intended au-
dience—well-to-do West European Jews with the resources and abilities to 
organize a national revival—barely noticed the book, it had an enormous 
impact on his fellow East Europeans. More than fifteen years before the 
First Zionist Congress, it would become a manifesto for the reconstitution 
of Jewish life in the Land of Israel. And it is every bit as essential to the 
story of the creation of a Jewish state as Herzl’s own work.

The history of Zionism typically begins with Herzl at the Dreyfus trial, 
which supposedly awakened him to the dangers of anti-Semitism, leading 
him to question his assimilationist assumptions and embrace the idea of 
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a Jewish state. He then founded the Zionist Organization at the 1897 Basel 
conference, which would pave the way—after some hiccups and distrac-
tions—for the Balfour Declaration in 1917, and for Israel’s independence 
three decades later.

The trouble with this common story is that by the time Herzl arrived on 
the scene in Western Europe, Jews from Eastern Europe had already been 
migrating to Palestine in small but significant numbers for nearly a decade 
and a half. Migration and settlement were overseen by a loose confedera-
tion of local organizations known collectively as Hovevei Tsiyon (Lovers of 
Zion) and led by Pinsker. Even responsible historians, aware of the general 
faults of the potted narrative, tend to reduce this early iteration of Zion-
ism to mere prologue, if not simply a failed first attempt. Walter Laqueur 
devotes eight pages of his nearly 600-page A History of Zionism to Hovevei 
Tsiyon, relegating it to a chapter aptly titled “The Forerunners.” David 
Vital’s magisterial three-volume history of Zionism gives more attention 
to Hovevei Tsiyon, but nonetheless makes clear that it is a precursor to the 
real thing.

This attitude is not unfounded. The Hovevei Tsiyon movement was beset 
by internal strife and lack of funds. Its devotees were mostly intellectuals 
who arrived in Ottoman Palestine entirely unprepared for the sort of agri-
cultural work they dreamed of doing. Between 1881 and 1905, about half of 
the Jewish settlers are thought either to have returned to Russia or sought 
greener pastures in America. Judged by the standards of Herzl’s political 
strategy, which aimed to get support for the creation of a Jewish state from 
the Great Powers of Europe or the Ottoman empire, these settlements 
accomplished nothing.

Nevertheless, Autoemancipation! played a crucial and enduring role in the 
quest to attain a Jewish state in the Land of Israel. Its core idea is one that 
is crucial to the Zionist ethos: that Jews must take responsibility for their 
own fate, and cannot rely on the beneficence of Gentile regimes. For all 
the similarities Herzl noted between Pinsker’s manifesto and his own, it is 
only Pinsker’s that makes this idea of self-reliance its centerpiece. And that 
is why, where Herzl sought legitimacy from external sovereigns, Pinsker by 
contrast sought to establish facts on the ground, and so he presided over 
the first coordinated effort to reestablish a Jewish presence in the Land 
of Israel. Together Pinsker and Hovevei Tsiyon began a complementary 
alternative to Herzlian Zionism that persisted right up to the founding of 
the state, and whose lessons remain relevant today. It was the productive 
tension between the two approaches that made the accomplishment of 
1948—75 years ago this month—possible.
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I. Pinsker Himself

To understand this forgotten part of the Zionist story, we must begin with 
Pinsker himself. Pinsker was born in 1821 in the Polish town of Tomaszów, 
and was a small child when his father, Simh. ah Pinsker,  moved the family 
to the cosmopolitan port city of Odessa. A maskil, or devotee of the Jewish 
Enlightenment (Haskalah), Simvah was a well-known scholar of the Karait-
es—a Jewish sect originating in the early Middle Ages whose rejection of 
the Talmud and other rabbinic traditions no doubt appealed to Haskalah 
sensibilities. In the 19th century, Odessa was a haven for maskilim and 
reformers eager to get away from the strict traditionalism of the shtetl. 
Simh. ah helped to found the city’s first modern Jewish school, in which 
young Leon received his elementary education and learned the Russian 
language. There Simh. ah taught the Prophets and Writings (sections of the 
Hebrew Bible usually neglected by more traditional schools), along with 
Hebrew grammar and practical bookkeeping skills. German—seen as a 
language of Western civilization—was spoken in the Pinsker household.

Thus, at a time when most Russian Jews spoke Yiddish, could read and 
write Hebrew to varying extents, and knew only enough of the local lan-
guage (often Polish or Ukrainian) to conduct everyday business activities, 
young Leon was fully literate in two high-status non-Jewish languages. He 
was also shaped by Odessa’s laissez-faire atmosphere, where Jews interact-
ed relatively freely with their Gentile neighbors, and were often lax in their 
religious observance. As early as the 1830s one could find Odessa’s Jews 
attending the opera alongside Russians, something that would be unseen 
for decades elsewhere in the empire. It is not for nothing that Jewish tradi-
tionalists would say “the fires of hell burn for seven miles around Odessa.”

Armed with his modern education, Leon became one of very few Jews 
permitted to study medicine at the University of Moscow. He returned to 
Odessa after his graduation, and would work there as a physician for much 
of his life. Though he maintained an awareness of his Jewish background 
and concern for Jewish affairs, in his daily life Pinsker spoke Russian, read 
Russian literature, and interacted with non-Jewish Russians on a regular 
basis. He believed that all Russian Jews should do the same. Anti-Semi-
tism, maskilim of Pinsker’s ilk believed, was a product of the Jews’ foreign-
ness and would fade as Jews integrated themselves into Russia society and 
showed their loyalty to the regime. Pinsker did the latter by serving as a 
military doctor during the Crimean War (1853–1856).

By the war’s end, the reactionary Tsar Nicholas I, whose policies toward 
Jews were characterized by bigotry and suspicion, had died. Alexander II, 
his son and successor, was by contrast a reformer, who in the 1860s freed 
the serfs, modernized the legal system, reduced censorship, and loosened 
some of the discriminatory legislation concerning Jews. Filled with opti-
mism of the era, maskilim became increasingly confident that they would 
soon attain the sort of legal equality enjoyed by their coreligionists in the 
West.
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This era saw the flourishing of the Russian Jewish press, of which Odessa 
became a major center. Pinsker contributed regularly to the Russian-lan-
guage Jewish newspapers, often anonymously. In addition, he was one of 
three founders of the Odessa branch of the Organization for the Promotion 
of Enlightenment among the Jews, which championed secular education 
and knowledge of Russian in the liberal integrationist vein. But the hope-
fulness of Pinsker and his fellow maskilim would soon be shattered.

In 1871 a pogrom broke out in Odessa. This violent outburst, and the wide-
spread (but mistaken) belief in the Russian state’s complicity, undermined 
liberal Jews’ faith in progress. The publishing and organizational activity 
of Odessa’s Jewish intelligentsia slowed, and a few of its members began 
questioning their assumptions about the Jewish future in Russia. Pinsker 
for his part went silent, and very little is known about what he was think-
ing during these years. It would take another, more severe, eruption of 
anti-Semitic violence to shake him out of this silence.

In April 1881, radical members of a revolutionary group assassinated Al-
exander II. A Jewish woman named Hesia Helfman was a member of the 
cell that carried out the attack. This piece of information combined with 
widely held anti-Semitic beliefs and rapidly spreading rumors to provoke a 
wave of pogroms, most of which took place in what is now Ukraine. These 
continued into 1882 and caused millions of rubles of property damage. In 
comparison to later anti-Jewish outbursts, relatively few lives were lost, 
but at the time the violence was shocking, even in a country where Jews 
experienced pervasive social and legal discrimination. For maskilim like 
Pinsker, however, the most disturbing feature of the pogroms was not the 
violence itself, but rather the response from educated and supposedly pro-
gressive Russians. Rather than express sympathy or indignation, Russian 
Gentile liberals generally responded with indifference. Worse still, the rad-
icals cheered on the violence, seeing attacks on Jews by the urban working 
class as a legitimate assault on the oppressive bourgeoisie.

The pogroms became the moment that many educated Russian Jews were 
“mugged by reality,” to use Irving Kristol’s famous phrase. Russians’ un-
willingness to help the Jews in their time of need led maskilim like Pinsker 
to question their most basic assumptions. Any solution to the Jews’ ills 
that relied on the goodwill and acceptance of Russian intellectuals and the 
Russian state, much less the uneducated Russian masses, was chimerical. 
Instead of seeking to integrate into a non-Jewish world that would never 
accept them, Jews needed to chart their own path. Jews needed a collec-
tive national movement, rather than a quest to win individual rights. In 
the summer of 1882 Leon Pinsker put these ideas on paper and argued that 
the only solution to the Jewish plight was the creation of an independent 
state. This was the pamphlet Autoemancipation!



8 M O S A I C  P D F  D I G E S T
5  M AY  2 0 2 38

II. Autoemancipation

Autoemancipation! was a short work; in the English version published by 
the American Federation of Zionists in 1916, it takes up only 23 pages. It be-
gins with the famous words of Hillel in the Talmud, “If I am not for myself, 
who will be for me? And if not now, when?” (conveniently omitting the 
middle section, “If I am only for myself, what am I?”). From there, it care-
fully dissects the “Jewish Question” and the plight of Jews in both East and 
West, before offering a solution. Although it lacked anything like a detailed 
proposal for achieving its goals, it offered something more important: a 
complete reorientation in the Jewish fight for equality that resonated with 
those who read it. It concluded with a call to action: “Help yourselves, and 
God will help you!”

Pinsker rejected the assumption that anti-Semitism would gradually fade 
with Jewish integration into the non-Jewish world. The pogroms had 
convinced him that anti-Semitism was a permanent feature of Gentiles’ 
worldview, best understood in medical terms. “As a psychic aberration,” 
Pinsker wrote, Judeophobia (his preferred name for the condition) “is 
hereditary, and as a disease transmitted for 2,000 years it is incurable.” 
Therefore, Jews could not win acceptance by changing their behavior or 
demonstrating their fitness as citizens, or through the tools of rational 
persuasion.

What caused this pathological hatred? Jews, wherever they lived, were 
alien. In Pinsker’s view, it is only natural for nations to distrust foreign-
ers who live among them, but Jews attracted special enmity as the “the 
strangers par excellence,” who were foreign not just in one place but every-
where they went. They had no home where they could live without the 
burden of foreignness.

Worse, nearly 2,000 years of exile had stripped the Jews of their nation-
hood, rendering them “the uncanny form of one of the dead walking 
among the living. The ghostlike apparition of a people without unity or 
organization, without land.” Having lost their “national self-respect,” it was 
only natural that they were despised by non-Jews. Pinsker observed that 
the Jews represented the opposite of what was considered good wherever 
they happened to live: “for the living the Jew is a dead man, for the natives 
an alien and vagrant, for property-holders a beggar, for the poor an exploit-
er and a millionaire, for patriots a man without a country, for all classes a 
hated rival.” In short, Jews would always be anathema, and could not hope 
for acceptance.

That assessment led Pinsker to an entirely new way of thinking about 
how Jews should improve their circumstances. Given the implausibility 
of Jewish acceptance in Gentile society, the continued Jewish quest for 
that acceptance was debasing. “In seeking to fuse with other peoples,” he 
wrote, Jews “deliberately renounced, to a certain extent, their own nation-
ality. Nowhere, however, did they succeed in obtaining from their fel-
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low-citizens recognition as native-born citizens of equal rank.” Even and 
perhaps especially in Western Europe, where Jews enjoyed full political 
equality, they never gained the acceptance of their fellow citizens and were 
constantly reminded that their political rights relied on the goodwill of 
non-Jews. That fragile contingency left them constantly anxious over the 
risk of losing these rights.

Herzl would later argue that a new political theory could answer these 
challenges, and Pinsker reasoned his way to a similar conclusion. For if the 
problem of Judeophobia, that hereditary psychic aberration, resulted from 
the Jews’ lack of nationhood and their dispersion, its solution would be to 
revive the Jewish nation. In Pinsker’s words: “It is our bound duty to de-
vote all our remaining moral force to re-establishing ourselves as a living 
nation, so that we may finally assume a more fitting and dignified role.” 
Once the Jewish nation is returned to life, the Jews would take their place 
among all the other nations as equals. “The relations of the nations to one 
another may be adjusted fairly well by an explicit mutual understanding, 
an understanding based upon international law, treaties, and especially 
upon a certain equality in rank and mutually admitted rights, as well as 
upon mutual regard.” Even then, the Jews would still be distrusted, since 
a 2,000-year-old hatred would not simply disappear—an assessment that 
has so far proved more accurate than Herzl’s more optimistic prognosis—
but they would at least enter the “tolerable modus vivendi” characteristic 
of relations among other nations.

The quest for emancipation—the common term for the removal of the dis-
criminatory legislation that until the 19th century circumscribed Jewish 
life throughout Europe—relied ultimately on Gentile good will. By the Au-
toemancipation of the title, Pinsker meant that Jews would have to become 
masters of their own fate:

We are no more justified in leaving our national fortune entirely in 
the hands of the other peoples than we are in making them responsi-
ble for our national misfortune. . . . We must seek out honor and our 
salvation not in illusory self-deceptions, but in the restoration of a 
national bond of union.

To restore this national bond, recover their national honor, and accom-
plish what Pinsker termed “the greatest work of self-liberation,” he ini-
tially advocated that Jews find land available for purchase and fertile and 
productive enough to sustain a potential population of millions. It must 
be “uniform and continuous in extent” because dispersion is the cause of 
Jews’ lack of nationhood. There the Jews could create a state of their own, 
a safe haven to which their oppressed coreligionists could immigrate en 
masse. Pinsker was committed to finding a territory anywhere that would 
fit these conditions.

While writing Autoemancipation! Pinsker was aware of a small but steady 
migration from Russia and Romania to the Land of Israel, but he believed 
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this “irresistible movement toward Palestine” was “mistaken.” This Otto-
man backwater was inhospitable, with few natural resources and land that 
was difficult to cultivate, especially for East European Jews unfamiliar 
with the climate and inexperienced in agriculture. By 1884, however, in 
response to the question of where Jews might find asylum, Pinsker an-
swered: “Wise men answer this question with a shrug of their shoulders, 
but the plain common people answer without hesitation—by migrating to 
Palestine.” He came to recognize the value of popular passion and embrace 
the unhesitating answer of the rank and file of the Jewish nation, who 
desired the creation of a Jewish state in the Land of Israel, regardless of the 
practical difficulties the land posed.

III. The Lovers of Zion

On November 4, 1884 Pinsker gave the opening address to the first public 
assembly of the Hovevei Tsiyon, or “Lovers of Zion,” in the city of Kattow-
itz, in what is now Poland. The Kattowitz Conference preceded Herzl’s 
First Zionist Congress by thirteen years. The men attending the conference 
were representatives of independent local organizations, based mostly in 
Russia, that raised money and facilitated emigration and settlement in the 
Land of Israel. These grass-roots groups had limited financial backing and 
no diplomatic ties. Because tsarist Russia had little freedom of association, 
these organizations were technically illegal, which is why the conference 
took place in the then-German city of Kattowitz, just across the border. But 
the Lovers of Zion were not willing to wait for more favorable circumstance 
and, in the spirit of Pinsker’s pamphlet, had no desire to leave themselves 
dependent on Gentile largesse.

At the conference, the various local groups agreed to a loose form of or-
ganization, unofficially centered in Odessa. The attendees also committed 
to raising money and providing financial support for already-established 
colonies in the Land of Israel like Petah.  Tikvah and Gedera. These settle-
ments struggled to survive on subsistence agriculture and relied on phi-
lanthropy for survival. Conflict arose almost immediately between secular 
and religious activists regarding the religious character of the settlements, 
and of the eventual state that was to be established in the Land of Israel—a 
conflict not unlike those that divide the Jewish state today. As Pinsker 
commanded the respect of both religious and secular factions, he was able 
to forge a compromise by bringing religious leaders, alongside secular 
ones, into Hovevei Tsiyon’s leadership. Nonetheless, some members of 
both secular and religious factions walked away from the negotiating table 
unsatisfied and tensions over the question of religion persisted. These 
would come to the fore again in 1887 over the question of whether the set-
tlements should be encouraged in observing the sabbatical year.

Much more pressing and divisive was the controversy over the purchasing 
of land. He argued, with characteristic caution, that Hovevei Tsiyon should 
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focus on supporting existing settlements and helping them to become 
self-sufficient before organizing further migration and new settlements. 
Younger activists, like Menachem Mendel Ussishkin, fought against this 
approach, urging an acceleration of the pace of settlement. They feared 
that failure to seize the moment would allow inertia to set in and bring 
about the collapse of the whole project. Here too, the conference reached 
a compromise: new settlements would be encouraged, but at a slower pace 
than Ussishkin’s camp desired.

As these disputes show, Hovevei Tsiyon was by no means the effort of one 
man alone. Pinsker’s colleagues included Moses Leib Lilienblum, whose 
autobiography The Sins of Youth led many Jews to both Haskalah and Zion-
ism, and Rabbi Samuel Mohilever, who led the movement’s religious fac-
tion. These, and others, are egregiously underrepresented in English-lan-
guage scholarship, and fare little better in Israeli scholarship. But Pinsker’s 
life story perfectly encapsulates the Russian Jewish intelligentsia’s shift 
from integrationism to belief in autoemancipation, and he alone produced 
the movement’s manifesto. Despite his cautious approach to the pace of 
settlement, Pinsker was a key figure in supporting the Jewish returnees to 
Zion in the 1880s. Without his work and the support of Hovevei Tsiyon, the 
first settlements in the Land of the Israel were unlikely to have survived.

IV. Herzl’s Shadow

As early as 1902, mere years after Herzl published The Jewish State and 
organized the first Zionist Congress, a contributor to the Russia based 
Hebrew language newspaper ha-Ts’firah lamented that “the new Zionists 
don’t know Pinsker, the true founder of political Zionism.” Why were Pin-
sker and Hovevei Tsiyon so quickly overshadowed by Herzl?

At first glance, Pinsker and Herzl share many similarities. Both were raised 
in Jewish families that were relatively integrated into non-Jewish soci-
ety, and both spent their formative years in diverse and generally toler-
ant cities, Odessa and Vienna respectively. Both grew disillusioned with 
integration and although they envisioned different strategies to achieve it, 
they both proposed the same solution to the problem of anti-Semitism: the 
creation of a Jewish state. In terms of personalities, however, Pinsker and 
Herzl were radically different.

Pinsker was cautious and taciturn. He did not turn suddenly to Jewish 
affairs as did Herzl, but was invested in them throughout his career, an in-
terest he inherited from his father. Even in his Hovevei Tsiyon activism he 
urged restraint and favored slower settlement activity. He preferred to stay 
out of the limelight and led Hovevei Tsiyon reluctantly, only at the urging 
of others. When he wrote for the Russian-Jewish press, he usually did so 
anonymously. This was a man who was more comfortable in his study than 
speaking in front of crowd.
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Herzl, meanwhile, relished being the center of attention. He had an estab-
lished career in journalism—always under his own byline—before turning 
to Zionism. Attractive, young, and charismatic, Herzl stepped confidently 
into his role as leader of the Zionist movement and won people’s loyalty 
with ease. His commitment to grandeur, and even showmanship, helped 
make the Basel Congress such a moving event. Some Jews even named 
their children after Herzl, and wherever he went local Jews came out to 
greet him in huge numbers.

The differences between the two men came across on the page as well 
as in person. Autoemancipation! was a powerful work in its own way, but 
one hurriedly written and lacking the stylistic verve and eloquence of The 
Jewish State. In addition to its literary superiority, The Jewish State also 
benefited from better timing. When it was published, West European Jews 
were encountering more anti-Semitism than they had when Pinsker wrote 
Autoemancipation! The election of the vehemently anti-Semitic Karl Lue-
ger as mayor of Vienna—a city with a large and prominent Jewish popu-
lation—and the Dreyfus Affair, among much else, forced Western Jews to 
reckon with the same hatred with which the Russian Jews had continuous-
ly struggled. While Jews outside of Russia largely ignored Autoemancipa-
tion!, they were primed for the similar message of The Jewish State in 1896.

Finally, Herzl was more programmatic than Pinsker. He created a compel-
ling historical narrative with a clear-cut beginning and end. Herzl’s char-
acters were nation states, diplomats, and monarchs. The plan was simple: 
diplomacy would convince the Great Powers to create a state for the Jews. 
Pinsker’s pamphlet relied on the movement of the Jewish masses, and 
never explained exactly how they were supposed to be transported to their 
new homeland, or how that was supposed to lead to a Jewish state.

Political Zionism, based on diplomacy, played to Herzl’s strengths and his 
own forceful personality. By cultivating extensive networks of influential 
people, he gained access to the world of high politics, and sought to win 
over prominent politicians to the Zionist cause. In this respect, it diverged 
from the more democratic ideological foundations of Pinsker’s vision: 
what Herzl advocated was not self-emancipation, but reliance on Gen-
tile goodwill. And it would be wrong simply to see Herzl’s movement as 
succeeding where its predecessor failed. His attempts to win the support 
of the Ottoman sultan and the German Kaiser left him emptyhanded. His 
diplomatic efforts brought the movement no closer to securing a Jewish 
state. Nonetheless, he cemented the idea that a Jewish state could only be 
attained with the help of the Great Powers as a central feature of Zionist 
thought.

When the First Zionist Congress met, Pinsker had been dead for six years, 
but many of the Russian delegates who attended were representatives of 
the organization Pinsker had founded, and brought his ideas with them. 
Herzl opposed Hovevei Tsiyon’s settlement plans because Jewish emigra-
tion to Ottoman Palestine was illegal under Ottoman law, and he feared 
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they would undermine his position with the governments whose support 
he sought. Disagreement between Herzl’s followers and the settlement-ori-
ented Russian Zionists posed an immediate threat to the unity and viabil-
ity of the Zionist Organization, much as the conflict between Pinsker and 
Ussishkin. As at Kattowitz, a compromise would be found, but this tension 
between the desire to get Jews into the land by any means possible and the 
need to win international support for statehood continued right up until 
1948.

Leon Pinsker and his pamphlet Autoemancipation! cannot be credited with 
initiating migration to the Land of Israel, which was already in progress, 
although it did much to encourage it further. Likewise, the intensification 
of settlement and the building of the infrastructure that contributed to the 
creation of the state of Israel only began after Pinsker’s death. But Autoe-
mancipation! formulated a clear rationale and purpose for the return to 
Zion. It is no exaggeration to claim that Pinsker, through publishing his 
pamphlet and leading Hovevei Tsiyon, played a crucial and under-appre-
ciated role in the Zionist movement. Without the followers won over by 
Pinsker’s arguments and the efforts of Hovevei Tsiyon, those early settle-
ments, and the early Zionist movement, would likely have petered out. 
Had that happened, Hovevei Tsiyon’s organizational structure wouldn’t 
have been present to join Herzl’s Zionist Congress and—as we shall see—
there would not have been the demographic facts on the ground in the 
Land of Israel on which later Zionists could build.

V. Ben-Gurion and the Spirit of Autoemancipation

The tensions between Herzlian political Zionists and Pinsker-inspired 
Lovers of Zion did not disappear after the deaths of these two men. Indeed, 
it can be seen in the contrast between the activities of Israel’s Herzlian first 
president, Chaim Weizmann, and its first prime minister, David Ben-Guri-
on. It was the former who achieved the Balfour Declaration, but the latter 
who declared Israel’s independence in an act of self-reliance in the tradi-
tion of Pinsker.

To understand the difference between the two, it’s necessary to go back to 
the initial wave of immigration to the Land of Israel following the Russian 
pogroms, known in Zionist historiography as the First Aliyah. Although, 
as mentioned above, the First Aliyah suffered from attrition and limited 
economic success, it brought somewhere between 20,000 and 35,000 Jews 
to Palestine. Among these olim was Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, the force behind 
the revival of Hebrew. The First Aliyah inspired and paved the way for the 
Second Aliyah which began in 1903 and brought an additional 35,000 pio-
neers. From then on, purchase of land and immigration increased steadily 
until the 1939 British White Paper, which effectively closed the door to fur-
ther Jewish settlement. By that time, the Yishuv’s population had reached 
an estimated 450,000. It included basic foundations of self-government 
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and a burgeoning civil society with schools, newspapers, and other institu-
tions—most of which used Hebrew as their language.

All of this began before the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which was the quin-
tessential achievement of Herzlian Zionism: a decision by a Great Power 
(Britain) to grant the Jews a homeland, achieved through Jewish diploma-
cy and cemented by international law. It was the high point of Weizmann’s 
career. A declaration of course was not the same as an actual Jewish state, 
and was dependent on continued British good will. But it made further 
Jewish immigration legal, and allowed the Yishuv to continue to grow. 
It also gave legal status to the Jewish Agency, led by Ben-Gurion, which 
became the Yishuv’s de-facto government. After World War II, when the 
Great Powers—now the United Nations, the USSR, and the United States—
again took up the question of Palestine, they had to address the real pres-
ence of a large Jewish population in the territory, not merely the theoreti-
cal benefits of creating a Jewish state.

Chaim Weizmann, whose Zionist activism was inspired by the Herzlian ap-
proach, spent his career cultivating and maintaining productive relations 
with British politicians so that they might aid in the creation of a Jewish 
state. Weizmann was shaken by the White Paper because it essentially 
reneged on the commitment made in the Balfour Declaration. Even in his 
opposition to the White Paper, however, Weizmann never lost his faith 
in the British government and its legal processes. Reflecting on the blow 
dealt by these new policies, Weizmann wrote: “We took note of the fact 
that hardly a statesman of standing in the House of Commons had failed 
to declare the White Paper a breach of faith; and we felt that not we, in op-
posing the White Paper, were the law breakers, but the British Government 
in declaring it to be law.” British law, therefore, reigned supreme and even 
though the government erred in this decision, there was reason to main-
tain faith and continue the diplomatic work of winning British politicians 
over to the Zionist cause. Weizmann was not a lackey of London, but he 
maintained his faith that the Jewish state would be attained with the help 
of the British.

Even in these dire moments Weizmann focused on recruiting allies rather 
than despairing over the setback. He proudly noted, in his memoir Tri-
al and Error, that Winston Churchill gave “one of the great speeches of 
his career,” condemning the White Paper in the House of Commons. But 
Churchill’s oratory was not enough to prevent the White Paper from pass-
ing, though Weizmann clarifies that the government victory was “extreme-
ly narrow.” As he left the House on the day the White Paper was issued, he 
“could not help overhearing the remarks of several Members, to the effect 
that the Jews had been given a very raw deal.”

David Ben-Gurion, head of the Jewish Agency and de-facto leader of the 
Yishuv, was far less sanguine than Weizmann about this “raw deal.” Before 
the White Paper was issued, Ben-Gurion ensured that the Jewish Agency 
acted only within the bounds of British Mandate law. The White Paper led 
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him to change course. Its severe limitations on immigration and land pur-
chase were a grave threat to the future of Zionism. In response, Ben-Gu-
rion began to organize and facilitate illegal immigration. Additionally, he 
proposed purchasing more arms and expanding the Haganah, the Yishuv’s 
defense force, with the intention of carrying out armed resistance to Brit-
ish rule. With war looming, and an overwhelming sense that the survival 
of the Yishuv was dependent on the British, the Zionist Executive rebuffed 
Ben-Gurion’s proposal to strengthen the Haganah, eager not to antagonize 
the British.

Initially frustrated by the Zionist Executive’s decision, Ben-Gurion came 
to agree with it when World War II broke out. Hitler was a much graver 
danger to the Jews than the White Paper and therefore the Zionists would 
support the British war effort. Yet Ben-Gurion was not prepared simply 
to ignore the White Paper. He thus proclaimed that the Zionists “must 
assist the English in their war as if there were no White Paper, and resist 
the White Paper as if there were no war.” As a result, Ben-Gurion and the 
Haganah ceased violence against Mandate authorities, but continued to 
facilitate illegal immigration.

As the war turned in the Allies’ favor in late 1943, Ben-Gurion and the Jew-
ish Agency ramped up assistance to the British war effort in order to accel-
erate the Allied march toward Berlin. By contrast, Menachem Begin’s Irgun 
militia, which had initially joined the Haganah in ceasing armed struggle 
against the British, renewed its fight against the Mandate. Ben-Gurion 
and the Jewish Agency urged the Irgun, along with the smaller and more 
extreme Leh. i (also known as the Stern Gang), to show restraint, but to little 
avail. The four months from November 1944 to February 1945 became 
known as the Saison, or the Hunting Season, in which the Ben-Gurion and 
the Haganah aided the British in capturing Irgun and Leh. i members.

True, Ben-Gurion sided with the Mandate authorities against his fellow 
Zionists. But this should not be interpreted as a sign of immovable, Weiz-
mann-esque faith in the British. The Saison, like the war itself, was simply 
an instance in which interests temporarily aligned. For Ben-Gurion, it was 
an opportunity to assert the authority of the Jewish Agency over the seces-
sionist organizations that rejected it. Weizmann, in contrast, cooperated 
with the British as a long-term investment that would lead to the creation 
of the Jewish state. Weizmann approached the British from a place of col-
laboration; Ben-Gurion approached the British from a place of opposition 
and autoemancipationism. The cooperation with the British that charac-
terized the war years would rapidly deteriorate in the second half of 1945.

VI. A Return

As the war drew to a close, the Zionists eagerly expected the British to an-
nul the White Paper and remove the restrictions on immigration and land 
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purchase. They had an ally in Winston Churchill, and the Labor party, then 
in the opposition, had in 1943 reaffirmed its commitment to the creation of 
a Jewish national home. But in July 1945, Churchill was voted out of office. 
A few months later the new Labor government repudiated the party’s 
wartime promises and announced that the White Paper would remain in 
effect.

Ernest Bevin, the new foreign secretary, threw his support behind the 
White Paper. While not particularly anti-Jewish, Bevin believed that Jews 
were not a nation, only a religion, and therefore did not need a state of 
their own. Weizmann related that in the press conference immediately fol-
lowing this announcement, Bevin said “If the Jews, with all their suffering, 
want to get too much at the head of the queue, you have all the danger of 
another anti-Semitic reaction through it all.” Weizmann found this state-
ment “gratuitously brutal” and was fully aware of Bevin’s lack of sympathy 
for the Jews and the Zionist project. Despite his frustrations, Weizmann 
continued cooperating with the British and trying to build friendly re-
lations with members of the new government. He never lost faith that 
working with the Great Powers as the best means of realizing the Zionist 
movement’s aim.

On the ground in Palestine, the news that the White Paper was upheld 
was a call to more vigorous action, to which the Haganah responded with 
increased efforts to bring in more immigrants. Displaced Persons camps all 
over Europe were filling up with Holocaust survivors who, having faced the 
worst possible outcome of relying on non-Jewish political authorities for 
their security, were eager to settle in the Land of Israel. Ben-Gurion rec-
ognized this population as a vital resource and tasked the Haganah with 
sneaking them into the country.

The British authorities continued to interdict the Jewish refugees stream-
ing into the Palestine, detaining them in Palestine or Cyprus. One of the 
most dramatic stories of this era is that of a ship acquired by the Haganah 
and named Exodus 1947—which inspired the titular vessel of Leon Uris’s 
novel. In July 1947, as the ship approached Palestine with 4,200 refugees 
on board, the British surrounded it and ordered it return to Europe. The 
Jewish refugees were eventually forced to disembark in Hamburg. The 
British argued that they were simply upholding the law, but as the horrors 
of the Holocaust were coming to light, sending Jewish survivors back to 
Germany provoked public outrage among Jews and non-Jews alike. It 
also led the Haganah to cooperate with the Leh. i and Irgun in resisting the 
British, blowing up bridges and interfering with the Mandate authorities’ 
ability to function.

The clash between Ben-Gurion’s camp and Weizmann’s supporters came 
to a head at the Twenty-Second Zionist Congress in Basel, December 1946. 
The first congress after World War II presented in microcosm the impact of 
the Holocaust on world Jewry. Weizmann recalled standing at the podium, 
looking down at the delegates, and “finding among them hardly one of the 



17 M O S A I C  P D F  D I G E S T
5  M AY  2 0 2 317

friendly faces which had adorned past Congresses. Polish Jewry was miss-
ing; Central and Southeast European Jewry was missing; German Jewry 
was missing.” The Zionist movement was now dominated by delegates 
from America and Palestine.

In addition to heart-wrenching demographic change, Weizmann observed 
a difference in spirit. There was a pointed “absence—among very many 
delegates—of faith, or even hope, in the British government, and a tenden-
cy to rely on methods never known or encouraged among Zionists before 
the war.” Weizmann opposed active armed resistance to the British rule by 
calling on the legacy of Herzlian Zionism. Standing at the podium, Weiz-
mann pointed to Herzl’s portrait on the wall above him, crying “This is 
not the way! . . . If you think bringing the redemption nearer by un-Jewish 
methods, if you lose faith in hard work and better days, then you com-
mit idolatry and endanger what we have built. Would I had a tongue of 
flame, the strength of prophets, to warn you against the paths of Babylon 
and Egypt. Zion shall be redeemed in Judgment—and not by any other 
means.” Weizmann, becoming a prophet of political Zionism, preached 
against anti-British violence as a sort of idol worship, completely foreign 
to the ways of Zionism. As the prophets’ pleas often went unheeded, so too 
were Weizmann’s. The people turned in a different direction.

Weizmann came to the Twenty-Second Congress as president of the 
Zionist Organization, but was not re-elected. In his memoirs, Weizmann 
reflects that he “left the Congress depressed.” As a result of his dogged 
faith in the British and opposition to armed resistance, he recognized that 
he became “the scapegoat for the sins of the British government.” The 
delegations from Palestine, led by Ben-Gurion, and from America, under 
the direction of Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver, agreed that the movement had 
entered a new phase. Reflecting on this moment, Weizmann mourned 
that “not only were the giants of the movement gone—Shmarya Levin and 
Ussishkin and Bialik, among others—but the in-between generation had 
been simply wiped out; the great fountains of European Jewry had been 
dried up.”

Weizmann viewed this new phase as Zionism’s nadir. He believed that the 
turn to active resistance was something new and foreign to the Zionist 
project. In a sense, however, it was actually a return to the attitude of ear-
lier Zionists, the Hovevei Tsiyon, and the pioneers of the First and Second 
Aliyot. It was a return to Pinsker and Autoemancipation!

VII. The Foundations

As the termination of the British Mandate drew nearer, recognition of the 
Jewish state by the newly formed United Nations grew increasingly impor-
tant to Ben-Gurion and the Zionists. The Zionists did not put much faith in 
the United Nations, but looked at it with great suspicion, fearing that they 
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would fare no better in the hands of the UN than they did with the British. 
Yet they knew they needed it to give the Jewish state legitimacy.

The turn to the UN was, in a sense, a reversion to Herzlian political Zi-
onism, but a number of crucial differences must be kept in mind. While 
political Zionism approached non-Jewish authorities as supplicants, 
seeking permission to create a Jewish state, Ben-Gurion approached to the 
UN with the understanding that however it might vote, Jews would act 
on their own to secure their independence. On the night of November 29, 
1947, the streets of the Yishuv filled with Jews celebrating the UN’s accept-
ance of the partition proposal which guaranteed the formation of a state. 
Ben-Gurion, however, did not participate in the celebrations. He was pain-
fully aware that the UN’s vote meant little to the Arabs on the ground who 
would take to violence in order to destroy the incipient nation. Ben-Guri-
on, as it turned out, was right and war broke out shortly thereafter. In the 
end, the Jews would have to fight for the statehood granted by the UN on 
the battlefield.

The state of Israel gained international recognition and survived its early 
years due to the complex interplay of legal and illegal activities, of diplo-
macy and autoemancipation, that drew on the legacies of both Herzl and 
Pinsker. True, international recognition of Israel was crucial, and it is 
exceedingly unlikely that the state would have survived, or even come into 
existence, without it. Nor is it possible that the Yishuv would have devel-
oped as it did without the Balfour Declaration 30 years earlier. Nonethe-
less, even Zionist diplomacy at the UN was rooted in Ben-Gurion’s autoe-
mancipationst resistance to British rule. The acts that Weizmann imagined 
to be totally foreign to Zionism made the situation in Mandatory Palestine 
so untenable for the British that they turned the “Palestine question” over 
to the UN where the General Assembly voted in favor of partition. The Ar-
abs violently rejected Partition and started a war with the intent to destroy 
the newly created state of Israel. It took the Haganah and its weapons to 
defeat them.

Israel won its independence and survived its early years due to the infra-
structure, both physical as well as political, laid over the course of the first 
two Aliyot. The small settlements that Hovevei Tsiyon founded and sup-
ported in the 1880s led to the creation of larger towns and cities. The first 
neighborhoods of what would become Tel Aviv—Neve Tzedek and Neve 
Shalom—were built on the outskirts of Jaffa during the First Aliyah, long 
before Herzl arrived on the scene. Tel Aviv proper, which took its name 
from Herzl’s book, was founded during the Second Aliyah by Russian 
Jewish migrants to Israel. Meanwhile kibbutzim, the self-defense organ-
izations that later became the Haganah, labor unions, and the Hebrew 
University all originated in this crucial early period of settlement. On the 
cultural front, Israeli literature, song, and folk dance also emerged in full 
force during these years. Though these migrants, young pioneers carrying 
the spirit of autoemancipation, numbered only in the tens of thousands, 
they created much of Israeli society as we know it today.



19 M O S A I C  P D F  D I G E S T
5  M AY  2 0 2 319

Israel succeeded because it built a country—with a civil society, gov-
ernment, and defense forces—before attaining statehood. As countless 
examples illustrate, efforts to secure a state through purely diplomatic 
means, through the UN or recognition by the Great Powers, without the 
foundations of a civil society, often result in low-functioning states. Herzl’s 
contributions, and his legacy as carried out by Weizmann, contributed 
crucially to the development of the Zionist movement and Israel and ought 
to be celebrated. But Pinsker’s legacy, the autoemancipationist spirit, is 
recognizable in the efforts of Zionists across the ideological spectrum, 
from left-wing Labor Zionists like Ben-Gurion to Revisionists like Ze’ev 
Jabotinsky and Menachem Begin. And as Israel reckons with its changing 
relationships with the Great Powers, and with the benefits and drawbacks 
of its dependence on the U.S., Pinsker’s message continues to resonate. 
Autoemancipation! had a far greater impact than Pinsker, sitting at his 
desk in 1882 writing this brief pamphlet, could have imagined. The Zionist 
movement and the Jewish state were built on the foundations laid there.
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Is a Christian Delicacy Behind the 
Shlissel Challah Phenomenon?
Orthodox Jews on Instagram have become 
obsessed with baking key-shaped challah. Is the 
idea derived from a decidedly non-Orthodox 
source?

I confess to liking a slice of challah as well as the next person—or better 
yet, a thick chunk of it torn from a not overbaked, still moistly warm 
loaf, especially when it’s spread with freshly made jam from the kum-

quat tree in our garden as it was on a recent Shabbat. But that doesn’t 
make me a challah expert, and I also confess to having never heard until 
recently about “shlissel challah” and to having had no idea that it is, with 
or without the jam, what I should have been eating on the first Shabbat 
after Passover.

This was brought to my attention by a group email received from my friend 
Menachem Butler, an inveterate blogger, fellow for Jewish legal studies at 
Harvard Law School, and contributing editor at Tablet magazine. Known 
to his readers for his far-ranging knowledge and indefatigable curiosity in 
all areas of Jewish law and custom, Menachem was announcing a lecture 
to be given by him on the subject of “Unlocking the Key to Tradition: The 
Schlissel Challah Tradition and the Influence of Frum Instagram.” By way 
of explanation, he wrote:

Shlissel challah or “key challah” is a Jewish custom of baking challah 
bread with a key in it, or with a key-shaped dough, for the first Shab-
bat after Passover. While there is a myriad of reasons that contempo-
rary practitioners of this practice offer, the most common, attributed 
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to [the 18th-century h. asidic master] Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel 
of Apta, also known as the Apta Rov, is that [the key] symbolizes the 
opening of the gates of heaven and the blessings of prosperity and 
sustenance for the upcoming year.

There has been, wrote Butler, “an explosion of this practice during the 21st 
century, led by a nameless army of ‘frum Instagram influencers’ who are 
leading the charge in shaping their community’s practice, and which has 
been met with resistance from some rabbinic leaders.”

Under the impact of the social media, indeed, the post-Passover baking of 
shlissel challah, once practiced by a small minority, mostly h. asidic, in the 
Orthodox world, appears to have gone viral. As described by the Jewish 
food blogger Melinda Strauss: “It all happened so fast! I was on Facebook 
stalking my fellow food bloggers when I started to see an unfamiliar 
trend: challah shaped like keys popping up everywhere! I asked around 
and found out my Jewish friends were making something called shlissel 
challah.” Soon, relates Strauss, she was regularly baking shlissel challah 
herself.

The shlissel challah phenomenon, comments Butler, confronts the Or-
thodox Jewish world with “the challenges that arise when navigating the 
relationship between traditional Jewish beliefs and practices, and poten-
tial, even if imagined, external cultural influences.” But how traditional a 
Jewish belief and practice is shlissel challah? And what are these “poten-
tial, even if imagined, external cultural influences?”

The answer to the first question is not entirely clear. Although the Apta 
Rov (1748–1825), the earliest Jewish author to mention shlissel challah, is 
a relatively recent historical figure, the reference to the bread in his book 
Ohev Yisra’el claims the custom is a very old one. Citing a passage in the 
book of Joshua about how the manna, the magical food eaten by the Israel-
ites during their wanderings in the desert, ceased to be provided after their 
first Passover in the land of Canaan, the Apta Rov comments:

The custom, going back to ancient times, is to press a key into the 
[dough of] the challah on the Sabbath after Passover, so that its shape 
appears on the challah. Now, a Jewish custom is [like a command-
ment in the] Torah and must have a reason, [which in this case is that] 
Scripture tells us that “They [the Israelites] ate from the yield of the 
land [of Canaan] from the day after Passover. . . .” Whereas hitherto 
they had eaten the manna, henceforward they needed to earn their 
bread. And since all things, as is known, have a gateway, we pray to 
God to unlock the Gates of Prosperity, whence comes the custom of 
marking the challah with a key.

But if shlissel challah is so ancient, why do we find no previous mention 
of it in Jewish sources? And why is it that we find, not in antiquity, but in 
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the Slavic lands of Eastern Europe in which Jews settled in force in the late 
Middle Ages, a Christian custom sufficiently like shlissel challah to make a 
connection between them more than likely?

The resemblance starts with challah itself, which in fact, though it has 
come to be known in countries like America as a distinctly Jewish culi-
nary contribution, is a Jewish version of such East European breads as 
the Czech houska and the Ukrainian kolach, to whose braided dough are 
added eggs and often sugar before being brushed with egg yolk and put 
in the oven. (In parts of Yiddish-speaking Eastern Europe, challah was 
actually known as koylitsh.) Like challah, such breads are festive rather 
than everyday ones and are associated with religious holidays, especially 
Christmas and Easter. Moreover, when baked for Easter, in which case they 
are known in Slavic languages like Ukrainian and Slovak as paska bread (a 
word ultimately deriving from Hebrew Pesah. ), they are commonly decorat-
ed with religious symbols such as braided crosses.

A symbol on a bread, of course, is not the same as a bread baked in the 
form of a symbol, or as a symbol baked into a bread; nor is a cross a key. Yet 
it is hard to escape the conclusion that just as the challah derives from the 
kolach and its close relatives, so the shlissel challah comes from the paska. 
If Jews picked the custom up from their non-Jewish neighbors, after all, 
one would hardly expect them to have stamped or braided crosses on their 
challahs. They would have chosen a different symbol, though perhaps 
one shaped similarly—and indeed, if one looks at the crosses on some 
Ukrainian paska, they do somewhat suggest both keys and shlissel challah 
designs.

Why, though, would Jews have wanted, however approximately, to 
imitate a paska cross on their challahs? Well, to begin with, Jews have 
generally imitated their non-Jewish neighbors and been imitated by them 
in return: this is how cross-cultural influence works. And if one would like 
a more specific scenario, there is no end of possible ones. A Jewish woman 
in an 18th-century Ukrainian village, for example, might have seen the 
Christian housewife next door braiding a cross on a paska bread in a week 
in which Easter and Passover came together. “Why are you doing that?” 
she asks. “Because it brings good luck,” the answer is—and a week later the 
neighbor’s cow gives birth to twin calves. Naturally, our balaboste doesn’t 
want to miss out; what’s there to lose by putting a good-luck sign on her 
challah, too? Not a cross, of course. She waits for the first Sabbath after 
Passover when leavened bread can be eaten again and squiggles a design 
vaguely like her neighbor’s on her challah—and don’t think that soon after 
Passover her cow doesn’t also twin!

The woman tells her husband, who has a bit of Jewish learning, and shows 
him the design. “Why, that’s a key!” he says. “It’s written in the Gemara of 
Ta’anit:
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The Holy One Blessed Be He has three keys [maft’h. ot, from the verb 
patah. , to open] that He dispenses with His own hand: the key to rain, 
the key to childbirth, and the key to resurrection. . . . The rabbis of the 
Land of Israel say, “The key to prosperity, too, for it is written [Psalms, 
145:16], ‘Thou openest [pote’ah. ] Thine hand and satisfieth the desire of 
every living thing.’”

Your key has unlocked the Gates of Prosperity!”

The man goes to tell his rabbi. “That’s remarkable!” the rabbi informs him. 
“We’re told that right after Passover, the manna stopped falling and the Is-
raelites had to begin to earn a living—that is, that this is precisely the time 
of year in which we should pray for the Gates of Prosperity to open! Your 
wife is an inspired woman!”

And so a Jewish custom and a Jewish explanation of it were both born 
together. If this isn’t the way it happened, it happened in some other way—
and while it didn’t happen in the lifetime of the Apta Rov, who wouldn’t 
have called the custom ancient if it had, it needn’t have happened long 
before his time, either. Several generations would have been enough for 
Jews who learned the custom from their parents and grandparents to have 
come to regard it as immemorial.

It is both the relative newness of the custom of shlissel challah and its 
near-certain Christian influence that have caused its surge in popularity 
to be met, as Butler writes, “with resistance from some rabbinic leaders.” 
(Why he himself thinks such an “external cultural influence” may be imag-
inary, I really don’t know. I would certainly be wiser had I attended his lec-
ture, but even then I doubt he could have convinced me that there isn’t a 
cross behind the shlissel challah key.) And yet in the final analysis, what’s 
so special here that makes it worth resisting? Jewish popular tradition is 
full of such borrowings. It’s not where they come from that matters but 
what is done with them. The shlissel challah craze may be a fad that will 
fade or become a permanent part of mainstream Orthodox tradition, but 
it’s fun for some and unlikely to do any more harm than did the Christian 
hymns whose melodies underlie Hanukkah’s Ma’oz Tsur or the well-known 
Chabad niggun that was taken from a Napoleonic march.
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A member of Iran’s Basij paramilitary force holds an Iranian flag while standing behind a torn 
Israeli flag during a rally commemorating International Quds Day in downtown Tehran, April 14, 
2023. Morteza Nikoubazl/NurPhoto via Getty Images.

Podcast: Yaakov Amidror on Why He’s 
Arguing That Israel Must Prepare for 
War with Iran
The influential former Israeli national security 
advisor elaborates on the recent comments 
that raised eyebrows on both sides of the 
Atlantic.

Podcast: Yaakov Amidror

About three weeks ago, Yaakov Amidror, Israel’s former national security 
advisor and a retired IDF major general, remarked during a radio interview 
that Israel must prepare for war. “It’s possible,” he said, “that we will reach 
a point where we have to attack Iran even without American assistance.” 
Why? Iran, he explained, is relatively confident in its regional power in 
light of a recent agreement with its erstwhile rival Saudi Arabia and the 
fact that America is reducing its involvement in the Middle East.

Amidror’s view, therefore, is that Israel must be ready to take independ-
ent action to strike Iranian nuclear targets and safeguard its citizens. To 
explain that assessment, Amidror joins Mosaic’s editor Jonathan Silver in 
conversation.

YAAKOV AMIDROR

 MAY 5 2023
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The End of Erdogan Might Not Be Good 
News for Jerusalem

With national elections coming in less than two weeks, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan faces perhaps the most serious electoral threat 
of his career as Turkey’s president. Although Erdogan’s hostility 

toward Israel has contributed to the decline in relations between the two 
countries, there is little reason to believe his successor will be any better. A 
new government might even set back the tenuous reconciliation between 
the two countries. Hay Eytan Cohen Yanarocak writes:.

The leader of the secular Republican People’s Party (CHP), Kemal 
Kılıçdaroğlu, has managed to coalesce the six opposition parties and 
form the National Alliance. The various elements of the bloc have 
deep ideological divisions. . . . This is perhaps the “Anyone but Erdo-
gan” coalition.

You could be forgiven for thinking Erdogan’s potential downfall 
would be good for Israel. But with the National Alliance including 
figures like former Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu and Temel 
Karamollaoğlu, the head of the . . . main Islamic opposition party, it 
would be premature to say that the president’s departure would usher 
in improved ties between Jerusalem and Ankara. Davutoğlu has been 
fiercely opposed to the normalization with Israel and Karamollaoğlu 
wants to sever bilateral relations altogether.

In any event, a new Turkish leadership will not create a golden age for 
Turkey-Israel relations in the near term. In fact, the opposite may be 
true: Kılıçdaroğlu could try to rally his fragile coalition by burnishing 
his anti-Israel credentials. There are signs this is already happening. 
. . . Israel must be extra careful in its handling of the unpredictable 
new-old political players.

MAY 3 2023

From Hay Eytan Cohen 
Yanarocak
at Israel Hayom



26 M O S A I C  P D F  D I G E S T
5  M AY  2 0 2 3

As National Attention Turns to the 
Economy, Israel’s Governing Coalition 
Is in Danger of Unraveling

According to multiple recent polls, support for Benjamin Netanya-
hu and his government has declined significantly since the most 
recent election. Haviv Rettig Gur observes, based on more specific 

survey data, that the prime minister’s problem isn’t that his voters aren’t 
happy with his government’s stalled attempt at judicial reform, but that 
his voters care about other issues more:

“What do you think should be the priority of the government?” a 
Channel 12 poll asked last week. It asked respondents to choose 
between just two options: the looming “economic crisis”—rising 
food and gas prices, inflation, etc.—and the “judicial reform.” Nearly 
three-quarters, 74 percent, said the economy and just 19 percent the 
judicial reform—a whopping 55-point gap. And when Likud voters 
were [isolated] from the larger sample, the gap was almost as huge: 69 
percent economy, 27 percent judicial reform—a 42-point gap. . . . This 
doesn’t mean judicial reform isn’t important to right-wing voters, 
only that it’s deemed less urgent than other issues.

It matters, then, that the government has very publicly neglected 
nearly every other issue in the four months since the coalition was 
formed. Entire ministries and vital agencies—welfare, labor, the Na-
tional Insurance Institute—are still without chief executives. Dozens 
of important decisions are waiting in the Justice Ministry for minister 
Yariv Levin’s signature, unable to move forward because his attention 
is elsewhere.

With less than a month to the deadline for passing a state budget, the 
budget bill has barely been dealt with in the Knesset. It’s now advanc-
ing with major and long-promised reforms—including a streamlining 
of import regulations that Netanyahu promised in the election cam-
paign would dramatically lower the cost of living—having been re-
moved. The government and the Knesset simply don’t have the time 
or political bandwidth to deal with them before the budget deadline.

[For a government to collapse], it only takes one coalition party 
concluding that the government is irredeemably floundering, that it 
won’t be able to turn things around, and that it’s therefore in its polit-
ical interest to jump ship and position itself as a critic of the flailing 
coalition. Everything then unravels very quickly.

 MAY 1 2023

From Haviv Rettig Gur 
at Times of Israel
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At Harvard, an Education in Anti-
Semitism

After a stint as president of Harvard University’s Hillel exposed her 
to the harassment and hostility endured by many of her fellow 
Jewish students, Sabrina Goldfischer decided to write her senior 

thesis about the experiences of Jews on campus. She highlights some of 
her findings:

I interviewed 60 Jewish Harvard students, Harvard Hillel staff mem-
bers, and students and Hillel staff members at nearby Massachusetts 
schools. . . . What I learned was concerning: the most acute examples 
of discrimination involved Harvard’s Israeli students. One student 
faced backlash for his involvement with Israel Trek, an Israeli stu-
dent-led trip to Israel for Harvard students who do not identify as 
Jewish. He reached out to organizers of the anti-Trek movement on 
campus, hoping to begin a dialogue and potentially incorporate their 
feedback. They refused to speak to him.

Indeed, social alienation is unavoidable for Harvard’s Israeli stu-
dents. Students recall moments of feeling like their “humanity was 
questioned.” One student said to an Israeli peer, “I can only imagine 
the war crimes you have committed.” Another explained that his 
friend was not allowed into a social organization when the leadership 
discovered he was Israeli. At Harvard, students face obstacles—social 
and otherwise—simply because of their nationality.

Anti-Zionism . . . has become the norm in most social and intellectual 
milieux on campus. This affects how Harvard’s largest Jewish insti-
tution is perceived. For instance, another student recalled a first-year 
orientation program that purported to show incoming students the 
“bad parts of Harvard.” The tour guide stopped at Hillel, suggesting it 
was a hostile environment for Palestinian students.

 MAY 3 2023

From Sabrina Goldfischer
at Times of Israel
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How George Soros Became the Face of 
Official Chinese Anti-Semitism

In 2019, a Chinese state-run newspaper featured a cartoon of a reptilian 
George Soros that, as Jordyn Haime and Tuvia Gering put it, “could have 
easily come from the Nazi-favored tabloid Der Stürmer.” This hostility 

toward the Hungarian-born Jewish financier, Haime and Gering argue, comes 
not from the often-controversial activities of his Open Society Foundations, 
but from the pessimism he has expressed since 2016 about China’s economic 
future. To this pessimism, Soros has also added sharp criticism of Beijing’s 
totalitarian tendencies. The Communist country has struck back rhetorically, 
and appears to have few qualms about using anti-Semitism as a weapon:

Soros’s Jewish heritage has not gone unnoticed by Chinese commen-
tators and policymakers, who, much like their Western and Russian 
counterparts, gleefully capitalize on anti-Semitic tropes to get their 
political messages across.

Most are smart enough not to say the quiet part out loud. But this 
is not something that can be said of Zhèng Ruòlín, a popular fran-
cophone journalist-turned-public intellectual who has been a cor-
respondent for the Chinese state-run Wenhui Bao in Paris since the 
early 1990s and is very familiar with European anti-Semitism.

According to an article Zheng published on Guancha, a popular na-
tionalist portal funded by the billionaire Eric Li, Xi Jinping’s China 
has accepted the challenge of leading mankind toward a Community 
of Shared Destiny. This has made it the number-one adversary of 
“transnational financial capital,” which, to him, is driven by Jews like 
Soros on their mission to establish a “world government” over which 
they will rule.

Racist nationalism finds an audience among China’s top officials as 
well. The core thesis of the Chinese economist Sòng Hóngbīng’s 2007 
best-seller Currency Wars is that international, particularly American, 
financial markets were controlled by a global clique of Jewish bank-
ers. Naturally, Soros’s villainy appears 39 times in the first installment 
of the series.

 MAY 1 2023

From Jordyn Haime and 
Tuvia Gering 
at China Project
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Why Normalization between Israel and 
Saudi Arabia Is Possible—and What’s 
Slowing It Down

Since returning to the prime minister’s office in December, Benjamin 
Netanyahu has made clear that making peace with Riyadh is high 
on his agenda. By contrast, explains Robert Satloff, although diplo-

matic relations with Jerusalem are something the kingdom’s rulers desire, 
normalizing relations with Israel is not their priority. Satloff also notes that 
the Saudis no longer face some of the obstacles that might have existed in 
the past:

If Saudi leaders were concerned about popular blowback to normal-
ization with Israel, recent indications suggest they have little to fear. 
A substantial proportion of Saudis—around two-fifths—tell pollsters 
they approve of open ties with Israel in business and sports, even 
without the umbrella of official relations. . . . . In recent months, Saudi 
receptivity to people-to-people contact has been tested by the host-
ing inside the kingdom of a wide variety of Israelis, from bankers to 
athletes.

With Saudi leaders expounding on potential normalization while 
omitting reference to historic demands for Israeli withdrawal and 
Palestinian statehood, there appears to be little “positive linkage” 
between Saudi-Israel ties and the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, 
in the sense that Saudis—like the Emiratis in 2020—do not appear to 
be conditioning bilateral progress on breakthroughs on the Palestin-
ian front. There is almost surely “negative linkage,” however, in the 
sense that Saudis—also like the Emiratis—will recoil at being used to 
distract from Israeli behavior toward Palestinians they view as objec-
tionable.

Nor does Satloff see détente between Riyadh and Tehran as an obstacle to 
building ties with Jerusalem. Moreover, he argues, “the Saudis have much 
to gain from peace with Israel.” At the same time, the kingdom is in the 
midst of a major social and economic transformation initiated by Crown 
Prince Mohammad bin Salman. The prince no doubt is considering rela-
tions with the Jewish state in light of this program of reform:

Normalization with Israel, in the sense of a major, public break-
through toward peace, should be seen as part of a larger question 
regarding the right order in which to pursue big changes. While there 
is general consensus among well-informed Saudis that building nor-
mal, peaceful, mutually beneficial relations with Israel is a question of 
when, not if, it is not readily apparent that normalization is as critical 
to the transformation process as some of these other major reforms.

 MAY 2 2023
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Put differently, it is not clear that the marginal benefits of normaliza-
tion—defined as the value of the advantages that Saudi Arabia does 
not already enjoy from its quiet, tacit cooperation with Israel minus 
the sociocultural strains on the Saudi leadership from explaining 
publicly why it shifted policy on this issue—outweigh the marginal 
benefits of, say, becoming a regional hub of global business (which 
will likely require easing the ban on non-Muslim prayer) or becoming 
a destination on the global tourism map (which will likely require 
easing the ban on alcohol consumption).


