AHAD HA'AM AND THE JEWISH CRISIS

Judaism is in mortal crisis. The reason is that the God of our
ancestors may not be sufficient for the contemporary Jew. iiven if He is
sufficient, He may not be necessary. Even if He is necessary, He may not
be acceptable, The grave issue is, Does our Judaism have any present sur-

vival value ¥ If it does not, it may disintegrate.

Ahad Ha'am was a fourth rate historian, a fifth or sixth rate philo-
sopher, and a very good second rate pamphleteer, Yet it has been said of
him that " /a/mong the outstanding Jewish thinkers from the end of the nine-
teenth century until today, no one has exerted greater influence,,.'l It is
a stark illumination of Judaism's mortal crisis that a man who was a fourth
rate historian, a fifth or sixth rate philosopher, and a very good second rate

pamphleteer should rank as a preeminent thinker and influence on his people.

Deapite his failings, Ahad Ha'am conceived of one complete
antidote {o the danger of Judaism's progressive disintegration, In

Imitation and Agsimilation he wrote:

Absorption, then, is not a danger that we need fear; what we have
to fear is fragmentation., Each Jewish community, in its efforts to
enrich its Jewish individuality, is bound to imitate, in the sense of
competitive imitation, the culture of the particular country in which
it lives; and consequently there is a danger that in course of time
these differing cultural environments will produce such a degree of



diversity as will reduce ue fram & single mtisn t0 2 aumber of
separste iribes, s we wers st the beginning of our history.
o . %

Thers is one way out of this daager, and only oas, To weld the
sontiered Jowish communitios together, in spite of ike disintegrating
offact of the differing lecal influvences to which they are subjscted,
we nesd & venirs whieh will suert & strong pull on all of them, aot
bosnane of some fortuitous and temperary relstion, bt of its own
rigt, becaune i i what it is, Saech & centrs will in some mensure
tmpose Sanil o every casnmunity in the dinspora, sad will serve
them all, denpite their diveraitios, as & transmating and unifying
fores,

In the early period of our hbistery the mililary prowess of Lavid
and ihe wise statesmanship of Sclomon combined to ereats & rally-
ing~point for the scatteresd tribss in the Temple, XNow thatl we are
an aged people, "o ane man, whether soldier or statesman or
finsncier, can possibly creats the new eontre of which we are ia
ueed, VWiether they like it or sel, all those whe want ws to remain
& singie mation will be compelied te ascept the logic of history and
uMWhMWmmMWM£th
gone by,

Now the Stnte of inrnel exiats, In fts viger, {t may indsed be the
local ceniur, the disintagration antidote which Alad iia‘am prescribed, At
the same time, however, in s vary existence, lsrael demonstrates Lhat the
aatidete in irrelevant for those Jews whs are sot larsslia. Vihen the Americen
Jows “peint sastwards, i the land of our ansesters, ‘Sthey may sdmire and
they may taike pride and they may feel sepure thal they have & Maven and they
may idestifly, And yet, in their daily lives as Aericans and in the lives of
thair children, the gusstion remaing vaanswered: lLioes sur Judsiswm have
aay present survival value ;



M Ameriens Judsiam is in danger of disintegration, Alnd Ha'am's
antidote is irvelaveat, s it ts irrelevant for twe reaseons, Firet, he con-
serasd himsell only with o limited kind of distntegration, & kind which
American Jews ssem well able 1o tolovate, Second, e denied that the
Jewisk religion is the ensence of Judaism, and it is the Jewish reliyion
and nothing sise which 15 the essence of American Judaism,

The svaivation of Almd Ha'sm a8 & foarth rate historian arises
from the lmitation in the firet ressen. The evalustion of him as & fHth or
sixth rate philosepher arises from the denisl in the second resssa. These
evaluations are convenisnt summaries, bt xo groat were his persunsive
skills ns 5 second rais pamphieiser that & respevinble criticieos of him
requires careful sttention 1o his own rossoning in bhis rels sa & kistorisa
and in his rols a8 & philosopher,

L Adad da'sm as 8 Histerian

As » historian, Ahad lis"sx was an evelstionist, applying sems
of the principies of Charlss Darwin to the procssses of socinl change, sad
alno he wis & positivist, deriving from social changs & senne of inevitable
direction or historical compulsion snalagous to that derived by Karl Mars,
Although his writings abound with srudite refersnces and contest, his srgu-
ments and theuriss are virtwaily undocumented, He chase to roly principally



on rhetoric, n 80 deing, he -- like Marx -~ betsme 8 historian-with-s-chase,

and it is mainly for that reason that, as & historisn, be i fourth rete,

In Darwin's theory of evolution therse is a struggie for survival,
& competition for existence, Ix Absd Ha'nus's history there is likewiss »
struggle for gurvival, & competition among cultursl clements for existence
in man's life, Vkeress in Darwis matural selection against the wafit doter-
minss the sutceme of the struggle, fa Abed Hn'am the sutcome I8 determined
by the insvitability of Jewish nationniiom,

Abad Ha'am's thaery of cultural somypetition is dovelopad in

Yot we do dintinguish between time of war and tims of peace,
¢ reseryve the torm “war for s visthie struggis between twe
cammps, sosh a8 vocurs bat seldom -~ & struggie thal we oun
obeerve, whose shuses sud sffecis we can trace, from beginning
o end, Bwtto all e continumi peity wars batwesn man and nan,
of which we know in 8 goneval way that they are in progress, but
of whick we cannst eavisage all the details and purtieninrs, we
give the name of ‘pesce, ’ becsise sueh is the aarmsl condition
of things,

In the spiriionl worid aise thers is war and pance; and here
alse "peace’’ toeans nothing but & numher of econtinnnl petity wars
that we cannot see ~- wars of ides against iden, of dernnd agninst
demend, of cuslow sgainst custom, The very slighiest change in
any departoent of itle -~ as, for instance, the substitulion of eas
isttor for another in the speiling of & word -~ can only be brought
about by & battle ans & vietery; but thasse tiny eovenis happen silantly,
and sscaps cheervation st the time, N is only afterwards, wiwa the
sum Wotal of all the changes has beseme & considerable gunntity, that
wmaen of Intelligencs losk bachwards, aad find to thelr astonishnent



that everything -- opinions, modes of life, specch, pronuncistion --
has undergone vast changes, Thess changes appear te have taken
place automatioally; we do not know in detail when they came abost,
or through whose ageney,

Pence, then, is the name ihat wo give ts 3 sontinwcus, gradwsl
development, §

Abad fHa'am's theory of the inevitable suteome is developed in
a sumber of ensays, The following formulntion appears in Fast aad Fulure:

The individual dies: die he munt: all his hapes for the fulturs
cannot save him frers desth, Bwt the astion has & spiritual
thrond of life, and physical Inwe do net ast & limit 1o its years
or its strength,

U
es s it in the maiion -~ that is, the netiomsl Zgo i the form given
19 it by history -- that desires to live: ot seme other aation,
Bt just this one, with all its sssentinls, snd all Ha memories,
snd ail its hopes, ¥ this nation could have become ansthor, it
would long sisce bave found many ways to iis salvation, Therse
s, indend, ansther Lge, the particular temporvary ide of ssch
individual Jew, Tiwe individunl whose sxistence is endengered
is cortainly at liberty (o sewk an sscape by any weans, and {0
find & reface in nay place; and whosver stves & iarge number of
such ndividusls, by whatever mesns and ia wintever piace, confers
2 temporary benslit on the whole peapie, of which these individusis
sre parts, But the nativeal Zgo, the etormal Lgo of the Jewish
peaple, is snether matter; and they err whe think it possible o
1ond this slse nlong the psth of thelr own chaiee, The path of the
netisnal Sgo i siresdy marked and Inid out by iis essentinl
charscter, and that characisr has its foundation in the Past, and
fis completion in the Future,

n the evolutionary process of Darwin, change is an incesstmt
condition, Thers are two generie sources of change, (ne comes from
withows, as in the fertilisation of one genetic individual by ansther, Ve



second comes from within, as in the spontanscus mutation of the gemstic
tissue. In Anad Hn'am's history, these same two sources of change are
identified implicitly, Ia the following paassgs from Positive and Negative,

Abad iin'am does not recogniss i, but he is giving aan example of sach
Boures:

It was by such & process as this thms philesophy found its way
sato Jewish thought in the Middle Agen, First of all a new posi-~
tive system came to birth in o fow minds, Their need was for
the understanding of satural phenomens sand human life; their
belisl, that they could sitnin this end by nieans of Arabic philo-
sophy, Thers followsd the diffusion of this system; the opponitien
of the iabbis, who saw in the aew teaching & ssarce of danger to
ancther, older, positive system -~ the Law sad religious observ-
snce; then the apologetic treatisas of the Reformers, whe dealed
the existense of the danger; finally, a compromise between the
Bible and philasephy, resulting on the one band ia "ratiosalised
faith, " on the other in “religices philosophy, *

The birth snd development of Hasidlam in wodern timos
tollowed siniiar lines, Pirst there uns & aew positive systen:
the need for spiritual exaitation and enthusiasm, the bolief in
the poesibility of their attaininent through the service of Gad
as 8 joyfal pecformeaace of duty. Thon the systew sprosd; it
was stincked by the Talmudints; the sew seet defended them~
selven; _ﬂﬂuy, Hauidin stedy the Talmud, Talmudists adopt
Haspidism,

Ahed iia'am’s history includes sa evolatiomary treatment of the

role of the Jewiah religion, From the following excerpts from Asticipations

angd Surviveis, it is ciser that aatioanl] #pirit precedes religion; thas religion

becores dominmnt when it serves (o kewp the sation iatact in exile; bul tast

vitizately antional spirit returas to its proger precedence:

Hence, wmm;mrmm«m'vmdem



spread among the lsreclites in early days, it could at possibly
be aaything but ax anticipation, Only & select fow had & trve and
Mving comprebension of the ides, compeiling the bekrt to fesl
and the will 1o follow, The masses, aithough they heard the idet
proached times without number by their Frophets, and thoeght
mtmyuwua.mwummwwwn:m
and their belief was an iselated belisf, ant linked with setwal
iife, snd withowt inllosnce in practics. ‘

- &

It was only afisr the destrection of the Temple, when the
nwnamumwmmannﬁummumu
of & belisf in the Unity, thet the Prophets of the time found &
m,tmmmmmmmummmam
u-ay;mmmwmmmuummwmc.

It was not that the people suddenly looked upwards and was struck
with the force of the “‘argument freom desiga;’ but the satiomal
disaster Mad sirongthensd the antivoal feeling, and raised it to
.mhnMMWﬂmMﬂ(hth&m
trouble,

. % %

Simaflarly, the grest religious ides, which, at the time of its
revival, after the destruction of thw first Temple, waa meant to
mmutmm:wn!nmuwmn. grew and
duveloped in the paried of the secend Tempie, wakil & bechme the
whols contont of the nation's apirftual iife, and rose seperior aves
te that aationa] ideal from which it drew #is being. Rsligion secu-
pied the first piace, ant everything clae bechame sscondary; the
Jews demanded scarcely anything sxsspt to be allowsd (2 serve
God in peace and guiet, Y hon ihis was eonteded, they wore con-~
tent 1o besr & foreign yohe silently and patienily; whan i was ast,
m;rm-w»wwum.mamwnmmm
maphtmwmmhwmmﬂyuwuﬂm
of their Henvealy Fsiher, whom they loved sow not for the saks of
aay uational reward, but with & whole-hearted affection, beside
whieh life lself was of a0 sccount,

ves Thus Armed, the Juwish people set out on its long and arducus
jouraey, wn iis wanderings "from sation to aation, ' it was & long
exile of yeuch study asd much prayer, in which the oational hops for
the returs 1o Zion was never forgotien, Eul this hope was at now,
as in the days of the Labylenisn exile, & hope that materinlised in
action, and produced a Zerubbabel, an Asre, A Nehemiank; it was



mersly & svurce of gpiritusl cunsolation, enervating its possessor,
and lulling Rim into o slesp of sweet dreams, Vor mow that the
religions ideal had conguered the aativmal, the nation could av
longer be satisfisd with little, or be comtent (¢ see in the retura

to Zion mersiy s own aatioss! salvation, , .. the bond between life
mmmzmmummmmwmﬁmnmn
spirfiuel afluence on the peeple, to be sven & source of comfors
in time of trouble, and bectme an aged, deddering cresture -~ &
survival,

it hnd almest become unthinkable thet this swtworn hope ceuld
reasw its youth, and become sgain the maimapring of & new move-
ment, lanst of 21l of & rationsl and spontansous movement, Aad
yot that in what han bappened, The revelutions of life's wheel
have oarried the spirit of our people from peint to point o the
cirels, umtil now it beging to approsch suce mors the henlthy
and satursl condftion of two thousand years ago. This sncient
spirit, ressed once mere to life, has brenthed life ints the anciont
m&.m:mammmmmmmmm and becomie
tnltuimuw

viinem Abad Ha'sx downgrades religion reistive 1o aational spirit,
ane of the most imporiant consequences is the camplete frustration of all Jewish
sffocts in exile, cvery wminor thing and svery major thing uitimstely fails i
# does not advance the return to nationhwod, Thus, " [There is uo deubt that
before lung Yiddish will conse £ be & living and spoken language. '  Like-
wise, there was fallure in the movement 19 impreve Judnism by sliminating
primitive belisfs and outworn customs, ¥ i the sttempt 10 apply the methods
of modern ssisnce to the problems of Jedaism, 1€ and in the sffort 1o infuse
Judntem with salightonment from modern urepssn culture, !} And, for
those whe regarded the survival of religious Jednism -~ thet is, Jedaism
withowt antionalism -- as & religivus mission, they were wasting thair energies:



Ve arw forced, despite ourseives, isto s smile, & samils of bitter
ireay, when we see distinguished men, whe might have shown their
sorely tried people real light on its hard and theray path, wasting
their time with such plessant sophistiries as these; trylng to belivve,
and to persusde sthers, that a whele people can have maintained its
exiztence, and borns o heavy burden of religious obheorvance amd an
iron yoke of persecuiions, torments and curses for thousands of
years, ail for the purpese of teaching the world & esrtain philowophy,
which is airesdy expounded n whele librariss of books, in every con-
ssivable Jmnguage and svery concelvable atyls, from which who will
may learn without any sssistance frem us: and sspecially at the
presemt time, when the number of those whe wish to lsara grows
lens svery hﬁ say, when we surselves are every day forgetting
sur teaching.

Lespiic the conturiss of this Jewish frastration in exile, Ahad
Ha'am foumd that Judaisn: survived beceass the satiosal impulse survived.
This topulse was ot times slwost uncenseions, It was tranemitted sileatly
and avtomatieally from generation to generstion, In Twe Masters, Ahad

Ha'am likens these silent, automatic trassminsions to hypaotic suggestion:

Gvery civilined man whe is born and bred ia an srderly stats of
socisty lives all his life in the condition of the hypaotic sabject,
unconsciously subservient 1o the will of others, The social ea~
vironmsent produces the hypaotic sicep in bia: from his ssrliest
yours, in the form of sdusation, it Lmposes an him & Josn of
various caomnands, winich fram the owtast limit his movements,
and give s definite character to bis imtelligence, his feclings,
nis impulses, and his desives, In Iater life this activity of the
sueinl envirenment in ceasslessly eontinued in various wayn.
Langunge and liternture, religion and morality, laws and cus-
toms -~ all thease and their 1ike are the media through whieh
society puts the individual to slesp, and constantly repesia to
hire its commandments, watil he esa no longer help rendering
them sbedience, 13

Asti-Semitiam also arises from such bypaotic suggestion, sad ' /Blatred



of the Jews is osu of the best-astablished conimands of the post to the

nations of Lurope, sudag whom its Teots are [irs aad deap, 14

In living Ia exile in constant danger of ami-Sewmitism dasplte
thair rights and privileges and their snmnszipations snd ¢eitizenships, Jows
clunyg te thair Judaism by a three-fold process of (1) separation (as in the
Chatta), (2) complete solf-affacoment, and {3) competitive imitation of
joeal calturs, 13 The best part of the process is the perfsctica of the
sationa) individuslity by iseans of vompetitive Imitation, 19 bat it is this
best part which leads 1o tas great dangsr of fragmentation sescribed above, 17

The daager of fragentation was the limited kind of progressive
dintetegration of Judaisve with which Aded {e*sin concerned himaelf, Ameriean
Judsism sppears to Mave tolereted &t successfully, and yeot, for Abad Ha'a,

# was the central danger, the forsaing poiat, of his thwory of history, V. ith
all of hix breadih of aaight, with all at his anility to apply ovolutionery
principies te history, Be was ablo o go wo further than to prescrive an
satidote ie this danger, Hs bod decided that the Jews were & antion aad

. mation anly., cvelution bed to stop -~ that s, he bnd to stop evolation -~
befors it destroyed the natica,

. Abad da'am as 8 Chilosopher

‘There ia o remariabie anexpisined ceincidence in Ahnd ia'am’s

“16 -



theary of history, The Jewish religion had survived i exile for abeut
twenty-five cesturies, Susdenly, in Abad Ha'am's own lifetime, it

hootme wmable 1o andury without sationalinm,

One possibie expisnation is taat Absd Ha'am was simply carried
awsy by his cwa rietoric and thercby introdueed into hisiory his owa mystie
cuncept of the aationsl spirit, Another expiansties is that something indeed
Mappened to the Jewish religien; that Ahsd da'am sensed it even though he
might not bave named it corvectly; and that the mystigue of the aational
spirit was not just & rhstoricsl exsess bl & response te an actanl under-

lying event,

The begioning of the tweatioth century, when Aknd iia'an: wroty,
was ibe final departure of the Age of Henson and the commenvesent of & new
speculative ers ushered ia by instein's reistivity, Freom the time of Galilse
to the time of Cinstein there wers sbout 30U years during which mun's cencept
of the aniverse chonged in the mont fundamental respects, The Jewish
veligion was formulated long prier te this 300 year peried, and Abnd iin*am

tormed his views at the ond of if,

It has been said that ‘complete reliancs upon & rational scientific
method in wan's resction o his retural envirenment is very recesi, hiaghe

snd ssoteric mystery -~ the cloments of the irrstionsl - - were act firsaly



cigasgociated frov gerlous science before the seventeanth centar, ., L
© tne 2ad af the nineteenth century, it becarne virtaaliy impossible tor &
learned man to have kaything other than 2 complete relidnce apon a rational
schentifie method in dealing with nature, Ahad Ha'sm made this comment:
Ceasntifie developoent nas shaxken the foundations of every Inith, and the

Jewish faith has not escaped,,, 39

It is & eracisi point in Abad datam's philoseophy that science 18
antasonistic 10 religion, ¢ bas given the following anthropemorphic

account of the origin of Led:

dume and hia followers have proved conclusively that what
first aroused man to & vecognition of his Creator was not hie
wonder at the beaaty of nature and her narveis, bat his dread
of the antoward secidents of Iife, i'rimitive man, waadering
about the varth in search of fooed, withowt shelter from the rain
ar protection sgainst the cold, persecuted unsparingly by the
tricks of sature and by wild beasts, waa not in & position to (Raw
aote of the laws of creation, to ghze awe-siruck &t the bDesaty of
tae warld, and (o poader the question wiether auch & world couid be
without & guide, All bhis tmpulses, leclings, and thoughts wers
conceairated on & singie desirs, the desare {o: iife; in the Light
af that desirs fe saw Dut two things in ali aature -~ yood and cvil:
that which helged and tnat which hindered in his struggie for
cxistenace, As {or e zo0d, be strove to extract from it all
pousible benefit, without much preliminary thought about ite
aource, Hul evil was more comoon Md n.ore readily prrceplioiy
Lian gowd: anc how egschge (rom evil.  [his question gave nis mang
au rewt; It WAS L gusetion thet Tirst sawoss in ain, Sioat acun -
“Choaily, the great el (At every aalura: phenonenun has & lord,
Who Caa by appeaisd 0y words sad woa over oy gifts 1o Bold v
ke Y oB, i alsu - - the lced dueve.opec of teelf -~ o beatos
a5 D 1L Wie Cunaron phenonend uf NALIYC LRCBInE LOous, &



more or leas close contact with human life and happiaess; the
sarth becsme ag full of deitien as nature of good things and evil, 30
Thus, §t appears that Abad Ha'am belisved Gad to be & response

of primitive mas to the capricieusness of asturs, And, by some conniderable
time prior to the writing of his sssays, science had alrsady come 10 think of
MRiure a8 tolally erdarly and uncapricions, By the snd of the sightosnth
camury, for sxample, Lapiace wes emboldened to affirns thet o sullictently
great mathematician, given the distridution of particles in the primitive

aebuls, could prediet the whels future bistory of the world, ‘3!

Tharefore, to the sxtent that Alnd Ha'am belisved nsture to be
orderly, God was unnecessary for him, This isterpretation is confirmed
by the infiuence of the theory of evolution in his writings. i humaa culture
evelves in the same way that organiems sveive, then culture is aot sapricious
but follows orderly laws and principies, Simce Abmd iia‘sma expressly sitri-
Dutes the origin of Ged 1o primitive wan's fear of the caprivicusncss i man
an well as i nature, 22 the introduction of cultural srder again renders Ged

WRRLCOEMAT Y,

Annd da‘am's philosophy of God is thus preimnised on some
sspects of moders scisatific sutlosk, bul ke sccepts these aspects withowt
sny esamination in depth or breadth, In particular, be ignores the phone-
menon of existence and the fact that the orderiiness of the wniverse éoes

- 33 ~



not explain existence,  heress other philosophers of his age, such sa
Nistzsche, bogan to examine into the probler of existence, Ahad Ha'am
diverted his imellectunl energies into the theory of Jewish mationslism,

¥ how be deals directly with the thinking of Nietssche, s in The Transvalustion

of Yalues, 33 ais sole consera is te defend cultural Judnism And 1o demonstrate
that it is eapable of assimilating ssaue of Nistasche's ideas, 34

Nistzsche became profoundly iafluentinl in the comtemporary
thinking of reankind, Abad iia‘ers became profoundly influsstial ia the
sstablishment of the State of larasl, Eoth men bhad the same point of
departurs -~ the seeming elimination of divine parpose from the mechasioni
processus of aature, ¢ horeas Nistssche atiacked the philosephical guestion
divectiy, asserting that God is dend, ' Adad Ha'sio left God's remain
umpttonded on the philesophicsl battiefield, and he distracied hiznsell with
risetoric and with polemic, 39

Absd Ha'am's distraction from the philessphical issue in ot an
sacusable failing, As a practical roatter, by squating Jusdisism with mtionalism,
o has subjected his Jusaiem to all of the 20th Camtury perils of sationalism,
and the outlecic is discouraging for small nations in the aftermath of - urld
“ars Land 11, sven more important for the Jews who are not larselin, be

b not provided an intelligibic and cobesive concept of their Judaisw, Instesd,



sg & lifth or sixth vate shilosopher, he hag set them adrift to fend for them-

selyes i the exiatential ~haos of the 20th Comtury,

ili, Ansd is'sm and tae wortal ris

he scientific revolutioa cakileages every Jew dlive Lok, .J<r
agcestors believed in a Jod whe manipulated ovents according o Lis will,
Anad Ha'men, upom discovering the orderiiness of the universe amd of the
gvolation of sumen culiure, acandoned this canipalative wod, e sel
nothing in clis pince, and pe could mavoke nuthing ore than a FalMRL
AStioNal #pirit to whicn A Lericha JOWS Femaln daceismitted, i Alac
i8'are DAN DG A rehi contribution to Judsism, it 16 omiy this: he hes
cxinbliahes & specidic perspective [OF tae geeslion, JOwe Gur o LRI A 21

neve a8y present survival velee .

»~ 18 ~
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Sy e Jali, The cientific Hewolstion (The Ceacon Trasz, 1%45)
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