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The Curse of the Past

An indifference to history can be a blessing

BY PETER.MCGRATH

o't know much about history,” be-
gan a popular 1960s song about
high-school romance, and the words
summed up a basic American attitude.
Then as now, Americans displayed a re-
markable indifference to their own na-
tional past, let alone anyone else’s. Was
the Declaration of Independence in 1776,
or 1787? What was the Loui-
siana Purchase ail about?
Or the Mexican War? Even
the U.8. Civil War—the his-
torical episode that raised
the most searching ques -
tions about national identi-
ty—is largely unfamiliar to
Americans. In his 1987
book “Cultural Literacy,”
E.D. Hirsch Jr. cited a study
in which post-secondary-
school students—ages 18
and 19-—had difficulty with
a straightforward essay on
the surrender that ended
the Civil War, simply be-
cause they couldn’t distin-
guish the Northern general,
Ulysses 5. Grant, from the
Confederate commander,
Robert E. Lee. Basic stuff, as
Ross Perot would say. But
not.to Americans: No other
country cares so little about
the pas eople is
50 impervious to the claims
of collectwe memory.
ad? Inthelight of events in the
post-cold-war world, collective memory
no longer looks so inviting, Where water-
shed events like ancient battles exert a
strong hold on the contémporary imagi-
nation, viclence almost certainly follows.
History makes Serbs kill and mutilate
Bosnian Muslims, almost as revenge for
their defeat at the hands of a Turkish
army in the Battle of Kosovo 600 years
ago. History can plunge the Middle East
into war at any moment; for Arabs, the
Crusades might have happened the day

before yesterday, while for Israelis the

Inquisition and subsequent ms and
pers are all living memories.

- The current strife between Armenians

and Azeris in the former Soviet Union
has its roots in & long history of ethnic
and religious warfare, the details of
which can be recited by practically any

party to the struggle. [u short, collective
memory is an example of what the Eng-
lish novelist D. H. Lawrence called
“thinking with the blood.”

History in this sense is the enemy of
civil polities. It rests on what the anthro-
pologist Clifford Geertz describes as "pri-
mordial attachments™: the human affini-
ties that result from the sharing of
kinship, custom, religion and language.

of demography. America is at boitom a
nation of immigrants. With tiie impor-
tant exceptions of the Native Americans
and the descendanis of African slaves,
most Americans have forebears who
moved to the United States precisely be-
cause they wanted to escape their his-
tories. When Norman Podhoretz, the edi-
tor of the influential Jewish monthly
Commentary, told a scandalized Gore Vi-
dal that for him the 1J.8. Civii War wasas
remote and irrelevant as the War of the
Roses, he was only voicing what any sen-
sible child or grandchild of 1mmrgrants
would feel; the whole point of coming to
America is because it is a place where

These are what allow one group or tribe
to distinguish itself from other nearby
groups. Typically, moreover, they imply
opposition: one group against another.

Primordial attachments can be subli-

mated, as they were in Serbia for many
years under Tito’s Yugoslav federation,
or in India under the secularist ideology
of the long-dominant Congress party.
But once formed, they never disappear
entirely. In Serbia, it proved all too easy
for Slobodan Milosevic to bring them to
the surface.

Noattachments: Americans are notable

among the world's peg;

ack of primordial attachments. Thisisin
part an accident of geography: the Eure-
pean discovery of North America is a
recent event, as these things go, and Eu-

ropean “civilization” arrived there more
or less fully formed. Itisin part a product

primordial attachments don't count.
It is striking how few events in Ameri-
can history are capable of arousing zeal,
to say nothing of hatred. Consider the
Battle of Antietam in the Civil War.
There, in savage close-range combat on
Sept. 17, 1862, nearly 5,000 men died,
and another 18,500 lay wounded—by far
the heaviest single-day toll in American
history. At the time, it was a national
tragedy. Yet how many Americans today
could even recall the carnage, let alone
locate Antietam National Battlefield on
a map? (It's in western Maryland, near
the Potomac River.) At theend of theday,
Americans respond 1doré to the homely

c____'_'er____ng_naa_meJ T daily Iifs than to bygon
_sions. This is in fact America’s great cul-

tural strengih:1ts ability to plow the past
under, and to start history over againat
the next growing Season.
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R. Yubodo Brdew,

All the Rabbis tell o its great qualities would tske too
long to relate.
21. Al Kbazari: Let me hear 2 few of their ob.
servations.
22, The Rabbi: One sentence is: ALl roads lesd

up to Palestine, but none from it Concerning
8 woman who refuses to go there with her husband,
they decreed that she is divorced, and forfeits her
marriage cettlement!® On the other hand, if the
busband refuses to accompany his wife to Palestine,
he is bound to divorce her and pay her settlement,
They further say: It is better to dwell in the Holy
Lend, even in & town mostly inhabited by heathens,
than sbroad in a town chieBy peopled by Israelites;
for he who dwells in the Holy Land is compared to him
who has 2 God, whilst he who dwells abroad is com.
pered to him who has no God. Thus 8ays David :

‘For they have driven me out this day from abiding
in the inheritance of the Lord, saying, Go, serve other
gods’ (1 S8am. xxvi. 19), which means that he who
dwells abroad is as if he served strange gods!® To Egypt
they sscribed a certain superiority over other coun.

tries on the basis of a syllogism in the following way

If Egypt, with regard to which a covenant was made ¥

i3 3 forbidden land, other countries are still more so.

Another saying is: To be buried in Palestine is as if

buried benesth the altar}® They praise him who is

in the land more than him who is cartied thither desd.
Thig is expressed thus: He who embraces it when

alive is not like him who does so after his deatht?
They say concerning him who could live there, but did
not do 8o, and only ordered his body to be carried
thither after his desth: While ¥ou lived you mads

koamn  Rook 2

Mine inheritance an shomination, but in desth ‘you
come and contsminate my conntry’* (Jer. ii. 1), It
is told that R. Hananyak, when asked whether it was
lawtul for a person to go abroad in order to marry the
widow of his brother, esid: His brother married g
pagan woman ; praised be God who cansed him to die ;
now this one follows him® The sages aiso forbade
selling estates or the remsins of & house to a
heathen,” or leaving & house in ruins, Other savi
are: Fines can only be imposed in the land itself; ®
no slave must be transported abroad® and many
similar regulations. Further, the atmosphere of the
Holy Land makes wise.”® They expressed their love
of the land as follows : He who walks foar yards in the
land is assured of happiness in the world to come,
R. Zéra said to a heathen who critieized his foolhardi.
ness in crossing a river without waiting to resch s ford,
in his eagetness to enter the land : How can the placs
which Moses and Aaron could not reach, be reached
by me 1%

23. Al Rhagari: If this be 8o, thou fallest short of
the duty laid down in thy law, by not endeavouring to
reach that place, and making it thy abode in life and
death, although thou sayest: ' Have merey on Zion,
for it is the house of our life,’** and believest that the
Shekhinsh will return thither. And had it o other pre-
ference than that the Shekhinah dwelt there five hundred
years, this is snfficient reason for men’s souls to retire
thither and find purification there, a3 happens near the
sbodes of the pious and the prophets, 1Is it not * the
gate of heaven'? All nations agree on this point.
Christians believe that the souls are gathered there and
then lifted up to heaven. Talam teaches that it ia the
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DAVID BEN GURION AND JACOB BLAUSTEIN
38. An Exchange of Views (1950}

ADDRESS OF PRIME MINISTER DAVID BEN GUR-
10N:? We are very happy to welcome you here
in our midst as a representative of the great
Jewry of the United States to whom Israel
owes so much. No other community abroad
has so great a stake in what has been achieved
in this country during the present generation
as have the Jews of Amenca Their material
and political support, their warm-hearted
and practical idealism, has been one of the
principal sources of our strength and our
success. ln supporting our eftort, American
Jewry has developed. on a new plane, the
noble conception, maintained for more than
half a century, of extending its help for the
protection of Jewish nghts throughout the
world and of rendering economi¢ aid wher-
ever it was needed. We are deeply conscious
of the help which America has given to us
here in our great effort of reconstruction and
during our struggle for independence. This
great tradition has been continued since the
establishment of the State of Israel.

It is our great pride that our newly gained
independence has enabled us in this small
country to undertake the major share of the
great and urgent task of providing perma-
nent homes under conditions of full equality
to hundreds of thousands of our brethren
who cannot remain where they are and
whose heart is set on rebuilding their lives in
Israel. In this great task you and we are
engaged in a close partnership. Without the
readiness for sacrifice of the people of [srael
and without the help of America this urgent
task can hardly be achieved

It is most unfortunate that since our State
came Into being some confusion and misun-
derstanding should have arisen as regards
the relationship between Israel and the

Source: Amencan fewish Year Book, 53 (1952), pp 564-68.
Amenca. Reprinted by permission.
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Jewish communities abroad, in particular
that of the United States. These misun-
derstandings are likely to alienate sym-
pathies and create disharmony where friend-
ship and close understanding are of vital
necessity. To my mind, the position is per-
fectly clear. The Jews of the United States, as
a community and as individuais, have only
one political attachment and that is to the
United States of America. They owe no polit-
ical allegiance to Israel. In the first statement
which the representative of Israel made be-
fore the United Nations after her admission
to that international organization, he clearly
stated, without any reservation, that the
State of [srael represents and speaks only on
behalf of its own citizens and in no way
presumes to represent or speak in the name
of the Jews who are citizens of any other
country. We, the people of Israel, have no
desire and no intention to interfere in any
way with the internal affairs of fewish com-
munifies abroad. The Government and the
people of 1srael fully respect the right and
integrity of the Jewish communities in other
countries to develop their own mode of life
and their indigenous social, economic and
cultural institutions in accordance with their
own needs and aspirations. Any weakening .
of American [ewry, any disruption of its
communal life, any lowering of its sense of
secunty, any diminution of its status, is a
defirute loss to Jews everywhere and to Israel
in particular.

We are happy to know of the deep and
growing interest which American Jews of all
shades and convictions take in what it has
fallen to us to achieve in this country. Were
we, God forbid, to tail in what we have
undertaken on our own behalf and on behalf

Copyright 1952 by the Jewish Publication Society of
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of our suffening brethren, that failure would
cause grievous pain to jews everywhere and
nowhere more than in your community. Qur
success or failure depends in a {arge measure
on our cooperation with, and on the strength
of, the great jewish community ot the United
States, and, we, therefore, are anxious that
nothing should be said ar done which couid
in the slightest degree underrmune the sense
of security and stability of Amernican Jewry

[n this connection let me say a word about
immigration. We should like to see American
Jews come and take part in our effort. We
need their technical knowledge, their un-
rivalled experience, their spirit of enterprise,
their bold vision, their “know-how ” We
need engineers, chemists, builders, work
managers and technicians. The tasks which
face us in this country are eminently such as
would appeal to the American genius for
technical development and social progress.
But the decision as to whether they wish to
come—permanently or temporarily—rests
with the free discretion of each American jew
himself. It 15 entirely a matter of his own
volition. We need halutzim,? pioneers too
Halutzim have come to us—and we believe
more will come, not only from those coun-
tries where the Jews are oppressed and in
“exile" but also from countries where the
lews live a life of freedom and are equal in
status to all other citizens in their country.
But the essence of halutziuth is free choice.
They will come from among those who be-
lieve that their aspirations as human beings
and as Jews can best be fulfilled by life and
work in Israel.

| believe I know something of the spirit of
American Jewry among whom | lived for
some years. | am convinced that it will con-
tinue to make a major contribution towards
our great effort of reconstruction, and [ hope
that the tatks we have had with you during
these last few days will make for even closer
cooperation between our two communities.

ResPONSE OF JacOB BLausTEIN:® | am very
happy, Mr. Prime Minister, to have come
here at your invitation and to have discussed

with vou and other leaders of [srae! the vari-
ous (mportant problems of mutual in.
rerest

Tnere s nc question it my mind thata Jew
who wants to remain loyal to the fundamen-
tal basis of judaism and his cultural heritage.
wiil be in the forefront of the struggle for
democracy against totalitarianism

The American |ewish community sees its
fortunes tied to the fate of liberal democracy
in the United States, sustained by its heri-
tage, as Americans and as Jews. We seek to
strengthen both of these vital links to the past
and to all humanrity by enhancing the Ameri-
can democratic and political system. Ameri-
can culturai diversity and Amencan well-
being.

As to [srael. the vast majority of American
fewry recognizes the necessity and desirabil-
ity of helping to make it a strong, viable,
self-supporting state. This, for the sake of
[srael itself, and the good of the world.

The American jewish Committee has been
active, as have other Jewish organizations in
the United S:ates, in rendering, within the
famework of their American citizenship,
every possible suppart to Israel; and lam sure
that this support will continue and that we
shall do all we can to increase further our
share in the great historic task of helping
Israel to solve ifs problems and develop as a
free, independent and flourishing democ-
racy.

While Istael has naturally placed some
burdens on Jews elsewhere, particularly in
America, it has, in turn, meant much to Jews
throughout the world. For hundreds of
thousands in Europe, Africa and the Middle
Eastit has provided a home in which they can
attain their full stature of human dignity for
the First time. In all Jews, it has inspired pride
and admuration, even though in some in-
stances, it has created passing headaches

Israel's rebirth and progress, coming after
the tragedy of European Jewry in the 1930s
and in World War il, has done much to raise
jewish morale. Jews in America and
everywhere can be more proud than ever of
their Jewishness
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Butwe must, 1n a true spint of friendliness,
sound a note of caulion to Israel and its
leaders. Now that the birth pains are over,
and even though Israel 1s undergoing grow-
ing pains. 1t must recognize that the matter of
good-will between its citizens and those of
other countries is a two-way street: that Israel
also has a responsibility in this situation—a
responsibility in terms of not affecting ad-
versely the sensibilities of Jews who are citi-
zens of other states by what it says or does.

In this connection, you are realists and

want facts and | wiuld be less than frank if |

did not point out to you that American Jews

vigorously repudiate any suggestion or im-
plication that they are in exile. American
Jews—young and old alike, Zionists and
non-Zionists alike—are profoundly attached
to America, America welcomed their immi-
grant parents in their need Under America’s
free institutions, they and their children have
achieved that freedom and sense of security
unknown for long centunes of travail,
American Jews have truly become Ameri-
cans; just as have all other oppressed groups
that have ever come to~Amenca's shores.

To American Jews, America is home.
There, exist their thriving roats: there, is the
country which they have helped to build; and
there, they share its fruits and 1ts destiny.
They believe in the future of a democratic
society in the United States under which all
citizens, irrespective of creed or race, canlive
on terms of equality. They further believe
that, if democracy should fail in America,
there would be no future for democracy any-
where in the world, and that the very exis-
tence of an independent State of {srael would
be problematic. Further, they feel that a
world in which it would be possible for Jews
to be driven by persecution from Amenca
would not be a world safe for lsrael either
indeed it1s hard to conceive how it would be a
world safe for any human being.

The American Jewish community, as you,
Mr. Prime Minister, have so eloquently
pointed out, has assumed a major part of the
responsibility of securing equality of rights
and providing generous material help to Jews

THE JEW iN THE MODERN WORLD

in other countnes. Amerncan jews f(eel them-
selves bound to Jews the world over by ties of
religion, common historical traditions and in
certain respects, by a sense of common des-
tiny. We fully realize that persecution and
discrimination against Jews in any country
will sooner or Jater have its impact on the
situation of the Jews in other countries, but
these problems must be dealt with by each
Jewish community itself in accordance with
its own wishes. traditions, needs and aspi-
rations.

Jewish communities, particularly Ameri-
can Jewry in view of its influence and its
strength, can offer advice, cooperation and
help, bul should not attempt to speak in the
name of other communities or in any way
interfere in their internal affairs.

I am happy to note from your statement,
Mr. Prieme Minister, that the State of lsrael
takes a similar position. Any other position
on the part of the State of Israel would only
weaken the American and other Jewish
communities of the free, democratic coun-
tries and be contrary to the basic interests of
[srael itself. The future development of [srael,
spiritual, social as well as economic, will
largely depend upon a strong and healthy
Jewish community in the United States and
other free democracies.

We have been greatly distressed that at the
very hour when so much has been achieved,
harmfu] and futile discussions and misun-
derstandings have arisen as to the relations
between the people and the State of Israel
and the Jews in other countries, particularly
in the United States. Harm has been done to
the morale and to some extent to the sense of
security of the American Jewish community
through unwise and unwarranted state-
ments and appeals which ignore the feelings
and aspirations of American Jewry.

Even greater harm has been done to the
State of Israel itself by weakening the readi-
ness of American Jews to do their full share in
the rebuilding of lsrael swhich faces such
enormous political. social and economic
problems.

Your statement today, Mr. Prime Minister,
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dent from 1949 to 1954,

-1973), Zionist labor
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individuals in

his father, Louis, in the founding of the American
Oil Company. Jacob Blaustein was director a
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3. Halutz(plural halutzim), a pioneer, especially

in agriculture in Israel.

2. David Ben Gurion (1886
leader. Jewish statesman, architect of the jewish

state and the first prime’ minister of [srael.

have taken a fundamental and historic posi-
4. Jacob Blaustein (1892

tion which will redound to the best interest
not only of Israel, but of the Jews of America
and of the world. I am confident that this
statement and the spidt in which it has been
made, by eliminating the misunderstandings
and futile discussions between our two
communities, will strengthen them both and
will lay the foundation for even closer coop-
Blaustein. Both reaffirmed the agreement in April
1961 {See Naomi Cohen, Nor Free to Desist [1972),
pp. 310f€)

eration. ...
member of the board of major companies in t

fields of petroleum,
America, Blaustein played an active ro

reportedly one of the richest

be-
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noninterference. The occasion arose in the summer
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ful expression

, the cormmittee protested

vigorously. The AJC sought to work out with the

-scale immigration to lsrael by
tsraeli government a clear and force

for one another’s feelings and needs,

I believe that in your statement today, you

1. Even before Israel was established the Ameri-
can Jewish Committee {AJC) received assurances

will, 1 trust, be followed by unmistakable
from the Jewish Agency {see document 24 note 1,

evidence that the responsible leaders of Is-
rael, and the organizations connected withit,
fully understand that future relarions
tween the American jewish commurty an
the State of Israel must be based on mutual
fairs. Israeli officials continued to assure the AjCon
of 1950 when Jacob Blaustein was a guest of the
Israell government. An agreement was sealed in
the form of a statement read at a luncheon by Prime
Minister Ben Guricn and a response by Jacob

that score after May 1948, when the State was
established. However, when in 1949 Ben Gurion

called for large
of policy on immigration and on the princip

in chapter 10) that the jewish State would refrain
from interfering in American Jewish internal af-

and on the preservation of the integrity o
two communities and their insdtutions.

American Jewish youth

respect
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