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From Gedalia to Rabin – Political Violence in Modern Israel  

 

Two Takes on Jewish History 

  

ֹּן יִשְ  ְלָבָדד ָעם ֶהן כג פרק במדבר ֹּויִם כ ג שָ יִתְ  ֹּלא ובַּ   :בחַּ

They are a people that dwell alone, amongst the nations they shall not be counted  

  

ֹּויִם ְכָכל ֲאנְַּחּנו גַּם וְָהיִיּנו …ְפֵטּנוְלשָ  ֶמֶלְך ָלּנו יָמהשִ  ח פרק א שמואל ג   הַּ

Appoint for us a king to rule over us – and we will be like all the nations (Shmuel I, 8:5-20)  

  

Thucydides’ Diagnostic Model of Stasis 

 Already existing factions and tensions within a society will be exacerbated by the backdrop of a 

larger conflict 

 Language permutations. ‘Words had to change their meaning and to take that which was now given to them’ 

(3.82.4) When language permutations become moral disjunctions… 

 Social, religious, political, and legal conventions which bind the society together break down. 

‘Oaths and treaties last only so long as they are useful… offers of arbitration are seen as signs of weakness… 

until even blood becomes a weaker tie than party’ (3.82.6) 

 The moderates and the ‘intelligent’ leadership suffer. ‘The moderate part of the citizens perished between the 

two, either for not joining in the quarrel, or because envy would not suffer them to escape…Society became divided 

into camps in which no man trusted his fellow... while their adversaries, arrogantly thinking that they should know 

in time, and that it was unnecessary to secure by action what policy afforded, often fell victims to their want of 

precaution’. (ibid.) 

 

Violence in the Yishuv: From ‘The Season’ to the Altalena  

 

Letter from Gershom Scholem to Franz Rosenzweig 1926 

The land is a volcano, and it hosts the language. People talk a great deal here about many things which may 

make us fail – particularly these days about the Arabs. But another, more serious danger than that of the 

Arab people threatens us, a danger which follows of necessity from the Zionist enterprise. What will be the 

result of updating the Hebrew language? Is not the Hebrew language, which we have planted among our 

children, an abyss that must open up? People here do not know the meaning of what they have done. They 

think they have turned Hebrew into a secular language and that they have removed its apocalyptic sting, 

but it is not so . . . The Hebrew language is pregnant with catastrophe . . . After invoking the ancient names 

day after day, we shall no longer be able to hold off their power. God cannot remain silent in a language in 

which He has been evoked thousands of times to return to our life.” 

 

Letter from Stern Gang leadership to Nazi representatives in Europe, in J.Heller, The Stern Gang; 

Ideology, Politics and Terror 1940-49, 1995, p85 

We wish to propose cooperation between the new Germany and the reborn volkisch-nationalen Hebraertum’, 

and we offer active participation in the war on the German side on the contion that the aspirations of the 

Israeli freedom movement are recognized, 
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David Ben Gurion, on the blowing up of the Altalena 

Blessed is the gun which exploded this ship… When we build the Temple that gun should be placed near 

its main gate. 

 

The Rabin Assasination 

 

Yitzchak Rabin, Speech to the Knesset presenting the Oslo Agreement, 1993  

No longer are we ‘a people that dwells alone’, and no longer is it true that the whole world is against us’. 

We must overcome the sense of isolation that has held us in its thrall for almost half a century 

 

Elyakim Ha’etzni, ‘Civil Disobedience Now’, Nekuda, 1994, p25-27 

Rise up and act! We have done nothing. Protests, demonstrations, tent cities, even setting up road blocks 

are insufficient against a government engaged in national treason. In France, defeated in 1940, when 

Marshal Petain gave into Hitler and made an alliance with him – just as Lieutenant General Rabin did by 

shaking Yasser Arafat’s dirty hand – de Gaulle did not demonstrate in protest. Although the regime was 

born in a democratic way… He deserted, rebelled against a Nazi army of collaboration…This is why I am 

saying loud and clear: an IDF soldier, though Jewish, who would pull us, our wives, our children from our 

houses and make us refugees – will, in our view, be conducting a pogrom. We shall look upon him as a 

violent thug behaving like a Cossack. It is no secret that all through Israel’s glorious history, there were 

dark and shameful chapters in which Jews beat, tortured, turned in, and even put to death their brothers, 

and leaders have led their followers to disaster. 

 

Rabbi Yitzchak Ginzburg, Baruch HaGever, Horin (ed.) p.20 

About the value of Israel’s life, it simply seems that the life of Israel is worth more than the life of the 

gentile, and even if the gentile does not intend to hurt Israel it is permissible to hurt him in order to save 

Israel…In a situation in which there is danger – even remote – that the gentile will operate (even if 

indirectly) to hurt Israel, there is no need to care about him… We are consequently taught that the war 

referred to is not necessarily a real battle, but even a situation of national conflict justifies such killing. 

 

Benjamin Zeev Kahane, “A Cultural War”, in Baruch HaGever, p.256 

The problem is not the Arabs – the problem is the Jews. The truth, the way we look at it, is that there has never 

been an Arab problem. We could have solved the problem in 48 hours, if only we wanted to. The real war is 

not with the Arabs but with the Hellenized Jews. All the blood shed by Arab terrorism is “as if” shed by the 

Arabs; the people really responsible for the bloodshed are Jews scared by the gentiles and attached to 

distorted Western ideas. 

Today’s cultural war is more intense than the Hasmonean one. Hellenization has deeply penetrated our 

lives and its ideas have influenced even the “nationalist” and religious public. The moment of truth has 

arrived. One option is to follow the path of Judaism, the entire Jewish idea, to reject the fear of the gentile, 

Western democracy, and the idea of coexistence with the Arabs. This way is the condition for the existence 

of a Jewish state. The other option is acceptance of the yoke of democracy and giving up the dream of a 

Jewish state. There is no “third way”. 
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Conclusions  

Yishayahu Leibowitz, Judaism, Human Values, and the Jewish State, 227, 236 

Regarding the state as an intrinsic value is the essence of fascism, if this is true in general, it is all the more 

true when the values of “the Judaism of Torah” are attached to it... The land of Israel is a Holy Land and 

the Temple Mount is a holy place only by virtue of the Mitzvoth linked to these locations but the idea that 

a specific country or location has an intrinsic “holiness” is an indubitably idolatrous idea… I have nothing 

to add to what already appeared in the Scriptures, the same Scriptures to which the national religious fools 

appeal for support of their lust for conquest. Two thousand six hundred years ago the prophet Ezekiel 

foresaw Gush Emunim (the Greater Israel movement) and the arguments of its rabbis and leaders. His 

words read as though he knew in advance the words and terms they would use, and he already gave them a 

reply which penetrates to the heart of the matter. 
 

Then the word of God came to me saying, Son of man, They that inhabit these waste places of the land of 

Israel speak, saying, Abraham was one man and yet he inherited the land, but we are many; the land is 

given us for inheritance. Therefore say to them, thus says the Lord God: You eat with the blood and lift up 

your eyes towards your idols, and shed blood; and shall you possess the land? You stand upon your sword, 

you carry out disgusting deeds, and you defile every man his neighbour’s wife; and shall you possess the land? 

 

These words were not meant for Ezekiel’s generation only. He said them to all generations, and 

especially to the generation of the “liberators of the Holy Land” in our time. The Jewish people 

have legitimate claims to this country. But these claims have no “religious cover”. To speak of the 

divine promise to Abraham and his issue as a gratuitous gift, to ignore the conditions of the 

promise, and to disregards the obligations it confers on the receivers is a degradation and 

desecration of the religious faith.  

Menachem Begin, The Revolt, 1977, p242 

'We said: civil war; never! A cruel fratricidal war was actually waged all over the country. But this 

was a one-sided fratricidal war and here was the key for the entire situation; the choice was 

between a disaster for us alone or a disaster for the entire nation. You know when a two-sided 

fratricidal war starts, but you never know when will it end... the command [not to fight back] came 

from "somewhere", from the depths of Hebrew history. It was obeyed.  

To avoid bloody civil war at all costs – this principle tempered in the sufferings of the "season" we 

observed years later in the test of blood and fire of the Altalena... And so it came to pass that there 

was no fratricidal war in Israel to destroy the Jewish State before it was properly born. In spite of 

everything – there was no civil war!'  

Tosefta Sota 7:12  

A man may say to himself ‘Since the House of Shammai declare unclean and the House of Hillel clean, 

this one prohibits and that one permits, how then can I learn Torah?’ Learn from here – ‘These are the 

matters…’ (Devarim 1:1). All these matters were given from a single shepherd, a single God, a single 

Creator and Sustainer, (yet) given to all of humanity (lit. creation). Make for yourself a heart of many 



Joe Wolfson   ב"ה 

rooms and bring into it the words of the House of Shammai and the words of the House of Hillel, the 

words of those who declare unclean and the words of those who declare clean.  

Appendix: Thucydides, on Stasis in Corcyra, The Peloponnesian War, Book III, 82-84 

So bloody was the march of the revolution, and the impression which it made was the greater as it was 
one of the first to occur. Later on, one may say, the whole Hellenic world was convulsed...  

In peace there would have been neither the pretext nor the wish to make such an invitation; but in war, 
with an alliance always at the command of either faction for the hurt of their adversaries and their own 
corresponding advantage, opportunities for bringing in the foreigner were never wanting to the 
revolutionary parties. The sufferings which revolution entailed upon the cities were many and terrible, 
such as have occurred and always will occur, as long as the nature of mankind remains the same; though 
in a severer or milder form, and varying in their symptoms, according to the variety of the particular 
cases. In peace and prosperity, states and individuals have better sentiments, because they do not find 
themselves suddenly confronted with imperious necessities; but war takes away the easy supply of daily 
wants, and so proves a teacher of violence, that brings most men's characters to a level with their 
fortunes.  

Revolution thus ran its course from city to city, and the places which it arrived at last, from having heard 
what had been done before, carried to a still greater excess the refinement of their inventions, as 
manifested in the cunning of their enterprises and the atrocity of their reprisals.  

Words had to change their ordinary meaning and to take that which was now given them. Reckless 
audacity came to be considered the courage of a loyal ally; prudent hesitation, specious cowardice; 
moderation was held to be a cloak for unmanliness; ability to see all sides of a question, inaptness to act 
on any. Frantic violence became the attribute of manliness; cautious plotting, a justifiable means of self-
defence. The advocate of extreme measures was always trustworthy; his opponent a man to be 
suspected.  

In fine, to forestall an intending criminal, or to suggest the idea of a crime where it was wanting, was 
equally commended until even blood became a weaker tie than party, from the superior readiness of 
those united by the latter to dare everything without reserve; for such associations had not in view the 
blessings derivable from established institutions but were formed by ambition for their overthrow; and 
the confidence of their members in each other rested less on any religious sanction than upon complicity 
in crime…  

Thus religion was in honour with neither party; but the use of fair phrases to arrive at guilty ends was in 
high reputation. Meanwhile the moderate part of the citizens perished between the two, either for not 
joining in the quarrel, or because envy would not suffer them to escape… 

Society became divided into camps in which no man trusted his fellow. To put an end to this, there was 
neither promise to be depended upon, nor oath that could command respect; but all parties dwelling 
rather in their calculation upon the hopelessness of a permanent state of things, were more intent upon 
self-defence than capable of confidence. In this contest the blunter wits were most successful. 
Apprehensive of their own deficiencies and of the cleverness of their antagonists, they feared to be 
worsted in debate and to be surprised by the combinations of their more versatile opponents, and so at 
once boldly had recourse to action: while their adversaries, arrogantly thinking that they should know in 
time, and that it was unnecessary to secure by action what policy afforded, often fell victims to their 
want of precaution. 


