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PREFACE  
 

Again, it is a pleasure to celebrate a publication run entirely by our students and 

reflecting a wide variety of interactions with the many subjects taught in our 

department. In 2018, this pleasure is enhanced by a special year that marks half a 

century of Jewish Studies at McGill.  

Founded in 1968, McGill’s Jewish Studies is among the oldest academic 

programs focused on Jewish Studies and among the few full-fledged ‘departments’ of 

Jewish Studies in North America. Dorot, too, has been around for a considerable 

amount of time: in my office, I display a colorful collection of its annual issues with their 

artistic covers, and the publication is a highlight at the Awards Ceremony in the Fall. 

This year’s selection of articles reflects both a diversity of topics and a diversity 

of perspectives. We are treated here to a discussion of Jewish identity (or lack thereof) 

in the heritage of Felix Mendelssohn, the famous composer. Then, an analysis of the 

roles of the superpowers—Soviet Union, the United States, the United Nations and 

Britain—during the Middle East’s Six-Day War of 1967. Next, a cutting-edge 

assessment of environmental ethics conciliating between an eco-centric and an 

anthropo-centric approach to Jewish cosmology. Finally, a celebration of Zionist songs, 

as part of the Hebraist and nationalist revival of Jewish life in the Land of Israel during 
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the early years of the 20th Century, rounded out by a critique of Zionist absorption 

strategies in the 1950s.  

McGill’s students are exposed to an array of texts, contexts and methodologies; 

their task is to engage with the materials thoughtfully and accurately, so they can 

continue to educate themselves and others as they transition from campus life into the 

wider world.  

 

With best wishes, 

 

Yael Halevi-Wise 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

It is with great pride that I introduce the 2018 edition of Dorot: The McGill 

Undergraduate Journal of Jewish Studies. It has been a pleasure working with the 

editorial board to read, edit, and compile this fine selection of undergraduate work in 

the department of Jewish Studies. The voices and words of my fellow Jewish Studies 

students are powerful, important, and vibrant, and I feel very honoured to have the 

chance to appreciate and publish their work. It is extremely meaningful for me to be 

able to aid in and ensure the continuity of Jewish academic engagement at the 

undergraduate level.  

Thank you to Professor Yael Halevi-Wise for overseeing and guiding me through 

this process, and to the wonderful editorial board for their dedication and excitement 

in working with the authors to refine and perfect their papers. This edition of the 

journal could not have come to fruition without all of your hard work, and I truly 

appreciate it. Additionally, I would like to thank everyone who expressed interest and 

submitted their papers to Dorot this year.  

It is truly special to be part of a student community that is so invested and 

passionate about what they study. I am graduating this year, and have gained so much 

from studying in Jewish Studies department, meeting like-minded peers, and being a 

part of Dorot. These five papers explore a variety of important and interesting topics 
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from Jewish history, to Jewish culture, to how Judaism relates to environmentalism. 

They showcase the diverse range of subject matter studied within the department, and 

I have learned a great deal from each one of them. It has been an honour to be able to 

publish the work of my peers, and I hope you I hope you will enjoy and gain from them 

as much as I have.  

 

Lauren Kranc 
 
Editor-in-chief  
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Felix Mendelssohn: How Assimilation led to Association 

Keira Kenny 
 

Felix Mendelssohn was a musical prodigy from	a strikingly young age. He was raised by 

his father to wholeheartedly embrace the principles of the Haskalah, pioneered in the late 18th 

century by Moses Mendelssohn, Felix’s grandfather. Moses Mendelssohn advocated for Jews to 

study German language and culture in order to integrate into their surrounding societies, 

adhering to rationalist and liberalist philosophies. Felix Mendelssohn adhered to the Haskalah’s 

principles of assimilation, intellect and rationalism throughout his life, and his father sought to 

completely distance him from Judaism, baptizing him at a young age. Though he followed 

principles that sought to disassociate himself from Jewish life, they ultimately contributed to the 

association by others, gaining him the legacy as a Jewish composer despite his conversion.	

 Assimilation was one of the most radical avenues taken to pursue the ideals of reason and 

progress entrenched in the Haskalah. By abandoning one’s Jewish identity altogether, Jews were 

provided with the ability to “blend into gentile culture.”1 Felix’s father, Abraham Mendelssohn, 

raised him in an atmosphere that adhered to the principles of the Enlightenment, with rationalism 

as the overarching ideal, in hopes that his children would be of equal status to Christians. At age 

seven, Abraham had converted Felix to Christianity because	it was seen as a ticket to enter and 

be accepted by German society; it was the ultimate means by which rationalism could prevail, as, 

“to be Jewish and rationalist was still to be a Jew; to be Christian…was to be a German.”2    

 

																																																								
1  Jonathan Friedman, “Introduction: Sulzer, Idelsohn, and the Revival of Jewish Music,” in Music in Jewish 
Thought: Selected Writings, 1890-1920. (Jefferson: McFarland Publishers, 2009), 7. 
2 Jeffrey S Sposato, “New Christians,” in The Price of Assimilation: Felix Mendelssohn and the Nineteenth-Century 
Anti-Semetic Tradition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 17.	
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Abraham raised Felix free of religion, even stating in a letter to Felix that Judaism was “the most 

obsolete, corrupt, and pointless [religion] of them [all],” so instead he raised him Christian, as it 

was “the purer [form] accepted by the majority of civilized people.”3 Further, Abraham even 

changed the family’s last name to “Mendelssohn-Bartholdy” in order to further distance their 

family from Judaism as the plain “Mendelssohn” would be forever associated with the 

transitional period of Judaism; letters from Abraham to Felix show that Felix was well aware of 

his father’s worries concerning the identification of him with Judaism as it could potentially 

revoke his status in society that Abraham sought to establish.4 However, German society 

continued to view Mendelssohn and many other Jewish converts to Christianity as Jews, 

religiously and culturally, provoking suspicion and distrust that would later result in an even 

stronger identification of Mendelssohn as Jewish after his death.	

 Moses and Abraham Mendelssohn’s hope for equality and successful acceptance into 

German society rested upon political, ethical, and social reform that centered around language.5 

As such, the principles of the Haskalah taught intellect over impulse and to maintain acceptance 

within a society that was hostile to Jews, composers like Mendelssohn stuck to musical 

conventions in order not to offend anybody.6 His musical language adhered to the movement’s 

rationalist principles, lacking the passion and lyricism developed in the romantic period. His 

most famous work, A Midsummer Night's Dream (Overture), exemplifies his focus on the 

																																																								
3 Ibid., 16. 
4 Ibid., 36. 
5 Leon Botstein, “Songs Without Words: Thoughts on Music, Theology, and the Role of the Jewish Question in the 
Work of Felix Mendelssohn,” The Musical Quarterly 77, no. 4 (1993):565. 
6 Peter Gradenwitz, “From Mendelssohn to Mahler—A Century of Emancipation,” in The Music of Israel: From the 
Biblical Era to Modern Times. (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1996), 187.   
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aesthetic; though he taps into the fashion of the romantic spirit with its extra-musical quality, 

creating a sparkling atmosphere, he refrains from great tragic emotions. Thus, he was criticized 

and dismissed from the ranks of great composers for being too serious and deficient in the 

‘naïveté’ that was, “essential to the highest art.”7 

 Criticism of Mendelssohn’s music served to strengthen the link between Mendelssohn 

and Judaism even further after his death due to an increase in anti-Semitism. He was regarded as 

a “superficial personality who catered to mere fashion. His spiritual sensibilities were suspect, 

…and [he was] incapable of creative depth.”8 Felix’s rational approach to musical language and 

his practice of staying within musical conventions were ultimately turned against him. In his 

pamphlet “Judaism in Music,” Richard Wagner attacks various Jewish composers, naming 

Mendelssohn as one out of many who had infested German art. Some scholars credit Wagner for 

bringing about the suppression of Mendelssohn’s music, “drawing a link between ‘Judaism in 

Music’ and the Nazi ban on Jewish music.”9 The official and permanent public connection with 

Judaism had severely damaged the prominent position that Mendelssohn held in music history.10 

 The process of connecting Mendelssohn to Judaism intensified after the Second World 

War, in what has been dubbed the “postwar Mendelssohn interpretation,” as scholars and 

biographers, such as Eric Werner, sought to prove its existence throughout his life. Wagner and 

the Nazis sought to symbolize Mendelssohn’s Jewish heritage as a bearer of shame and their acts 

of defamation sought to ruin Mendelssohn’s reputation as a talented German composer. Thus, 

																																																								
7 Alex Ross, “The Youngest Master,” The New Yorker, February 23 2009, 2. 
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/02/23/the-youngest-master-2. Accessed November 16 2017. 
8 Botstein, 575. 
9 Ross, 3. 
10 Jeffrey S Sposato, "Creative Writing: the [self-] Identification of Mendelssohn As Jew,” The Musical Quarterly 
82, no. 4, (1998): 191. 
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the postwar Mendelssohn interpretation reinterprets it as a “badge of honor,” although scholars 

like Jeffry S. Sposato state that “the presence of the badge itself has rarely been questioned.”11 

According to Sposato, Werner tended to mis-transcribe and misinterpret a number of documents 

resulting in an overstatement of Mendelssohn’s self-identification as a Jew.12 In one instance, 

Werner sought to prove a sense of Mendelssohn’s Jewish pride, referring to a letter Felix wrote 

to his family regarding the Jewish Civil Disabilities Act in 1833 in Britain, removing the 

remaining civil restrictions that were placed on Jews; while Werner’s English translation 

suggests such pride citing, “sympathy infused with religious ardour,” the German original reveals 

discrepancies in translation and a lack of Jewish solidarity.13 Abraham raised his children with 

the values of the Enlightenment and his view of religion was similar to that of Kant’s “universal 

religion,” a strikingly rationalist ideal devoted to common morality. Thus, as Sposato notes, the 

rationalist sense of justice, brought on by the Enlightenment, contributed to the misinterpretation 

of Mendelssohn’s self-identification as a Jew.14  

 Ultimately, while Felix Mendelssohn was raised with and followed the assimilationist 

principle of the Haskalah he was regarded as a Jew during and after his death. His baptism, 

change in last name to “Mendelssohn-Bartholdy”, and the promotion of rationalism by his father 

sought to place him on an equal footing with Christians thus distancing himself completely from 

Judaism. However, Felix was regarded as a Jew throughout his life and scholars sought to 

continue to prove his Jewish identity after his death. While he adhered to Haskalah principles of 

																																																								
11 Ibid., 192. 
12 “New Christians,” 24. 
13 “Creative writing,” 198, 200. 
14 Ibid., 202. 
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intellect and rationalism, incorporating them into his musical language as well, they were used 

against him by his critics to in an attempt to prove he was not a great composer; the public 

association of Mendelssohn with Judaism by Eric Wagner and the Nazis who sought to defame 

him and by postwar scholars who sought to rebrand his Jewish identity as honourable 

permanently established his place in history as a Jewish composer. 
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Evaluating the Role of the Superpowers in the Outbreak and Aftermath of 
the Six Day War  

Naomi Santesteban 
 

Introduction 

The Six Day War was an Arab-Israeli conflict that took place over a brief period in 1967 

between Israel and the Middle-Eastern States of Egypt, Syria and Jordan1 Following the 

establishment of Israel as a state in 1948 and the Suez Crisis in 1956, relations between Israel 

and its neighbouring states continued to deteriorate.2 In June of 1967, Israel launched a pre-

emptive strike against Egypt after they deployed military forces along the border of the Sinai 

Region.3 Even though the war only took place over a mere six days, the impact of the conflict 

remains significant in defining Arab-Israeli relations to this day, and the region’s relations with 

superpowers around the world. Over the course of the war Israel seized portions of territory 

including the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Sinai Peninsula, East Jerusalem and Golan Heights.4 While 

the conflict took place in the Middle-East, primary and secondary sources reveal the role that 

several superpowers including the United States, Soviet Union, the United Kingdom and the 

United Nations (UN) played in both the outbreak and aftermath of this war. Taking place at the 

height of the Cold War, the 1967 Arab-Israeli war was an important regional conflict that acted 

as a proxy war for the United States and the Soviet Union.5 As a result, the two superpowers 

were heavily involved in its outbreak and aftermath. In terms of Great Britain, the conflict took 

																																																								
1 Walter Laqueur, The Road to War: The Origin and Aftermath of the Arab-Israeli Conflict 1967-8 (Middlesex: 
Penguin Books, 1969), 9, 12. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Guy Laron, The Six-Day War: The Breaking of the Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 84-5. 
4 Avi Shlaim and William Roger Lewis, The 1967 Arab-Israeli War: Origins and Consequences (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 9-10. 
5 Yaacov Ro’I and Boris Morozov, The Soviet Union and the June 1967 Six Day War (Washington: Woodrow 
Wilson Center Press, 2008), 3. 
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place at a pivotal time in which the state was a declining international superpower losing 

influence over the Middle East and its colonial holdings. As a growing international organization 

founded after the Second World War, the UN played an important role in their decisions of 

whether to act as an intervening power in the conflict.  

In order to understand the involvement of the international superpowers in the context of 

the Arab-Israeli 1967 War, we must ask what roles these superpowers played in the conflict and 

how were they significant in the Arab-Israeli war. The superpowers played a significant role in 

the outbreak and aftermath of the Six Day War in pursuit of advancing their own interests, which 

in turn heavily influenced the direction and outcome of the conflict. First, the Cold War inspired 

interference of the United States and Soviet Union escalated the conflict and pushed the Middle-

Eastern countries to war. Second, the UN and The United Kingdom failed in attempting to 

intervene through the maintenance of diplomatic relations and peacekeeping. Finally, the 

continued superpower influence after the war prohibited a peaceful settlement or negotiation 

between Israel and the Middle-Eastern countries.  

The Cold War Interference that Escalated the Conflict 

 In the midst of heightened Cold War tensions, the United States and Soviet Union caused 

the escalation of the Six Day War when they intervened through military and political means. 

Prior to 1967, the United States was developing a stronger relationship with Israel while their 

relationship with Egypt was decaying.6 While the United States claimed to act in the interests of 

maintaining regional security and stability, many actions they took before 1967 suggest 

																																																								
6 Jonathan Colman, The Foreign Policy of Lyndon B. Johnson, The United States and the World, 1963-1969 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 137. 
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otherwise.7 While they did reject Israeli requests for arms in May of 1967, they still encouraged 

Israel to acquire necessary materials from other nations.8 Their rejection of the Israeli request 

was likely to avoid implicating themselves as a military backer to the Jewish state and preserve 

their own image and projection of neutrality. Under Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration, the 

United States told Israel that declaring war would be their own action as a sovereign state and 

Washington would have no obligation to act in response to any of its consequences.9 While this 

seems to indicate Johnson did not want Israel to declare war, historians such as Guy Laron 

suggest that this statement further encouraged Israel to act by suggesting that Israel was 

independent and capable of defending itself.10 Moreover, Johnson later claimed that if there was 

an attack in the Middle-East, Israel would “knock [Egypt, Syria and Jordan] out.”11 Not only did 

Johnson tell Israeli ambassador Abba Eban that the United States would intervene if Israel were 

to be attacked, but he also stated that “Israel will not be alone unless it wants to be alone.”12 

Despite denying the request for Israeli arms prior to the war, Robert McNamara, the US 

Secretary of Defense, further agreed on the eve of the war to restock Israeli arms if necessary.13 

In doing so, the United States played a role in escalating the conflict by strengthening their 

relations with Israel and supporting them militarily.  

																																																								
7 Jonathan Colman, The Foreign Policy of Lyndon B. Johnson, The United States and the World, 1963-1969 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 137. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Guy Laron, The Six-Day War: The Breaking of the Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 214. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Elizabeth Stephens, “America, Israel and the Six Day War,” History Today 57, no. 6 (2007), 17, accessed 
November 12, 2017, 
http://web.a.ebscohost.com.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=252896bd-41c1-41c4-
bfbf-697ab353ab52%40sessionmgr4010.  
13 Ibid.  
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 Contrary to the United States, the Soviet Union was attempting to exert influence over 

Egypt and Syria rather than Israel. In turn, the Soviet Union assisted in pushing the two countries 

closer to a full-scale war against Israel. Several Middle-Eastern states received thousands of 

tanks, guns, and missiles from the Soviet Union which advanced their military abilities 

substantially prior to the start of the Six Day War.14 Not only did this make the Soviet Union the 

chief arms supplier in the Middle East, but it also in turn forced Israel to acquire more arms to 

match that of its neighbouring states.15 In addition to the arms race, the Soviet Union also 

contributed to causing the outbreak of the war by sending out multiple misleading warnings to 

Egypt that Israel was mobilizing troops along the Syrian Border.16 Several of these warnings also 

claimed that Israel was planning on launching an attack on Syria.17 Egypt’s president at the time, 

Abdel Nasser, responded to these warnings accordingly by planning an offensive against Israel 

and requesting the removal of United Nations Emergency Forces (UNEF) from the Sinai 

region.18 Some may claim that Nasser blamed the Soviet Union to alleviate responsibility from 

himself for the outbreak of the war. However, there is still sufficient evidence that proves that 

not only did the information reach Egypt, but that they subsequently reacted by ordering troops 

into the Sinai region.19 Regardless of whether the Soviet Union intended to provoke Egypt into 

starting a full-scale war, the false transmission of information was meant to raise tensions and 

further establish their presence in the region.20 By fostering additional tensions, the Soviet Union 

																																																								
14 Isabella Ginor and Gideon Remez, Foxbats Over Dimona: The Soviets’ Nuclear Gamble in the Six Day War (New 
Haven: Yale University Press: 2007), 71.  
15 Ibid. 
16 Galia Golan, “The Soviet Union and the Outbreak of the June 1967 Six-Day War,” Journal of Cold War Studies 8, 
no. 1 (2006): 6-8, accessed November 9, 2017, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/192209/pdf. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Galia Golan, “The Soviet Union and the Outbreak of the June 1967 Six-Day War,” Journal of Cold War Studies 8, 
no. 1 (2006): 6, accessed November 9, 2017, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/192209/pdf. 
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consequently contributed to the escalation of the conflict as a result of their competition against 

the United States for influence in the Middle-East. 

The Failure of Diplomatic Relations and Peacekeeping 

 Despite the efforts of the UN and the United Kingdom to stop the outbreak of the Six 

Day War by promoting diplomacy and peacekeeping in the Middle East, a series of 

miscalculations as well as a lack of influence ultimately resulted in failure. Following the Suez 

Crisis in 1956, Egypt and Israel informally agreed to demilitarize their border with the assistance 

of the UNEF.21 In 1967, Nasser demanded that the UN remove the troops from the border and 

the international organization quickly agreed.22 The Secretary-General of the UN, U Thant, 

failed to predict the consequences of his decision to remove the UNEF from the Egyptian-Israeli 

border and Gaza Strip. As a newly formed organization, the UN reluctantly abided by Nasser’s 

demands in fear of being perceived as a product of Western Imperialism and losing legitimacy.23 

Yet, by caving into Egypt’s demands, the reputation of the UN was still put at risk and criticized 

by many states including the United States and the United Kingdom.24 While U Thant attempted 

to lengthen the withdrawal process as a way of giving Nasser time to reconsider his actions, he 

ultimately failed to dissuade Nasser as Egypt still continued with its blockade of the Straits of 

Tiran.25 Some may argue, in accordance with the Secretary General’s special report, that the UN 

																																																								
21 [Author unknown],"United Nations: Withdrawal of United Nations Emergency Force and the War in the Middle 
East Secretary General's Report to General Assembly of May 18, 1967," International Legal Materials6, no. 3 
(1967): 557-8, accessed November 10, 2017. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20690227. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Avi Shlaim and William Roger Lewis, The 1967 Arab-Israeli War: Origins and Consequences (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 228. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Avi Shlaim and William Roger Lewis, The 1967 Arab-Israeli War: Origins and Consequences (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 228. 
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had no choice but to withdraw since that they were sitting on Egyptian territory.26 However this 

fails to account for why the UN immediately surrendered to Egypt’s requests instead of taking 

more time to respond. Furthermore, U Thant also insisted that a full withdrawal was the only 

option, when it was possible that Nasser was merely requesting a temporary or partial 

withdrawal.27 As a newly founded international organization, many states saw the UN as the best 

possible actor to help solve international conflicts.28 In the Middle East this was especially true 

since the UN had not established itself as being pro-Israel or pro-Arab, unlike many other 

international states. Yet after the withdrawal of the UNEF the UN received worldwide criticism 

and faced enhanced opposition in garnering support for any further diplomatic actions in the 

Middle East.29 Had the UN refused Nasser’s demands and continued to guard the buffer zone 

along the border and Gaza Strip, they might have been able to stop the war from breaking out 

and further promote diplomacy in the region. 

The 1967 Arab-Israeli war took place at a time in which the United Kingdom was a 

declining international superpower losing influence over its former colonial holdings in the 

Middle East and elsewhere. Additionally, previous British interventions in regional conflicts, 

such as Israel’s establishment and the Suez Crisis, developed into a tense relationship as much of 

the Arab world saw the United Kingdom as being pro-Israeli.30 Thus, the failure of British 

																																																								
26 [Author unknown],"United Nations: Withdrawal of United Nations Emergency Force and the War in the Middle 
East Secretary General's Report to General Assembly of May 18, 1967," International Legal Materials6, no. 3 
(1967): 558, accessed November 10, 2017, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20690227. 
27 Ibid. 
28	Robert McNamara, “Britain, Nasser and the Outbreak of the Six Day War,” Journal of Contemporary History 35, 
no. 4 (2000): 621, accessed November 10, 2017, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/261063?seq=21#page_scan_tab_contents. 
29	Avi Shlaim and William Roger Lewis, The 1967 Arab-Israeli War: Origins and Consequences (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 228. 
30 Moshe Gat, “The Great Powers and the Water Dispute in the Middle East: A Prelude ot the Six Day War,” Middle 
Eastern Studies 41, no. 6 (2006): 912, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4284416?seq=2#page_scan_tab_contents. 



	 13	

diplomacy was a product of its decreased influence as well as the mistrustful relations that had 

developed with various Middle-Eastern nations since 1948. While the British Cabinet attempted 

on multiple occasions to intervene in the conflict and promote peaceful relations through various 

channels, all their efforts were all unsuccessful.31 This was largely due to the United Kingdom’s 

lack of resources as well as various disagreements that occurred within the cabinet.32 In acting 

alone, the British cabinet concluded that its military naval power was insufficient to challenge 

Nasser’s blockade in the straits of Tiran.33 However, the United Kingdom also failed to 

collaborate with the United States and the UN in order to intervene in the conflict; the United 

States was already pursuing their own agenda within the Middle East and the UN had little to no 

place in managing the conflict after the withdrawal of the UNEF. As historian Robert McNamara 

suggests, it was unlikely that the United Kingdom could take any meaningful action to prevent 

the Six Day War or halt the Egyptian blockade.34 Rightfully so, he concludes that as a result this 

was the last great crisis that the U.K faced as a world (and not solely European) power.35 For 

these reasons, the United Kingdom was unable to prevent the conflict from escalating into war or 

promote peaceful negotiations between the Arab and Israeli states.  

The Lack of a Peaceful Settlement Due to the Superpower Influence  

 Following the events of the war and the Israeli conquest of territories, the superpowers 

still played a significant role in failing to promote the establishment of a peaceful settlement 

agreement between the Arab states and Israel. As a result, the Arab-Israeli conflict continued in 

																																																								
31 Frank Brenchley, Britain, The Six-Day War and its Aftermath, (New York: I.B Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2005), 23-5.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Robert McNamara, “Britain, Nasser and the Outbreak of the Six Day War,” Journal of Contemporary History 35, 
no. 4 (2000): 619, 639, accessed November 10, 2017, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/261063?seq=21#page_scan_tab_contents. 
34 Ibid.  
35 Ibid.  
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the decades to follow and remains unsolved today. In terms of the relationship between Israel 

and the United States, the White House failed to put any pressure on Israel to soften their 

position with respect to their conquered territories.36 Not only did the United States allow Israel 

to remain in their occupied territories by ordering a “ceasefire in place,” but they also continued 

to pursue additional arms deals with Israel.37 In turn, the United States permitted Israel to retain 

conquered territories until they could reach peaceful settlements with each individual Arab state, 

yet failed to promote or assist in these discussions of settlements.38 Continuing into the Cold 

War, Israel became a strong strategic ally for the United States and they developed a “special 

relationship” which continued to hamper Arab-Israeli peace talks.39 On the other hand, the Soviet 

Union similarly did not promote the pursuit of negotiations from the side of Egypt or Syria. 

Instead, they saw an opportunity to gain further regional influence in Arab states and proceeded 

to also increase their arms sales and supply the Middle Eastern states with abundant aid.40 

Historian Gideon Remez goes so far to suggest that the subsequent war in 1973 was a result of 

the Soviet Union’s strategy in partnership with Egypt.41 With the Cold War arms race playing a 

heavy role after 1967, both sides felt that a significant military contribution in the Middle-East 

was necessary. Not only did this indicate that war might be a possibility in the future, but it also 

discouraged Middle-Eastern states from pursuing peaceful negotiations or engaging in further 

																																																								
36 Guy Laron, The Six-Day War: The Breaking of the Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 309. 
37 Elizabeth Stephens, “America, Israel and the Six Day War,” History Today 57, no. 6 (2007), 18, accessed 
November 11, 2017, 
http://web.a.ebscohost.com.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=252896bd-41c1-41c4-
bfbf-697ab353ab52%40sessionmgr4010. 
38 Avi Shlaim and William Roger Lewis, The 1967 Arab-Israeli War: Origins and Consequences (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 165, 188-9. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Guy Laron, The Six-Day War: The Breaking of the Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 309 
41 Isabella Ginor and Gideon Remez. Foxbats Over Dimona: The Soviets’ Nuclear Gamble in the Six Day War (New 
Haven: Yale University Press: 2007), 70.  
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non-military diplomacy. Hence, the Cold War interests of the United States and Soviet Union 

impeded the possibility of achieving peace in the Middle-East following the events of the Six-

Day War.  

 In response to the 1967 Arab-Israeli conflict, the UN drafted and implemented Resolution 

242 with the assistance of several superpower states.42 The resolution was passed by the Security 

Council and praised by the British on being balanced and favorable to both Arabs and Israelis.43 

However, the resolution was ultimately unable to achieve its aims of promoting peace and 

equality in the Middle-East largely due to its problematic structure and lack of enforcement 

mechanisms. For the United Kingdom, this was seen as a resolution that reversed their failures 

under the Balfour Declaration and reinstated the U.K as a player in the Middle East.44 For other 

states, the resolution was highly contested due to its ambiguity, selective language and lack of 

clarity that was even acknowledged by its author, British UN Ambassador Lord Caradon.45 In 

matters that concern the withdrawal of Israeli troops from occupied territories, the resolution was 

unclear as to whether they had to withdraw, and further lacked any enforcement mechanism to 

ensure the Israeli withdrawal. For instance, the resolution called for withdrawal of “Israeli armed 

forces from territories” rather than “the territories” indicating that withdrawal may not be 

necessary from all territories.46 Additional problems arise with respect to the question of 

																																																								
42 [Author unknown]. “United Nations Security Council: Resolution 242 (1967) of 22 November 1967” United 
Nations: The Question of Palestine. Accessed November 13, 2017. 
https://unispal.un.org/DPA/DPR/unispal.nsf/0/7D35E1F729DF491C85256EE700686136.  
43 Avi Shlaim and William Roger Lewis, The 1967 Arab-Israeli War: Origins and Consequences (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 235. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Guy Laron, The Six-Day War: The Breaking of the Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 185. 
46 [Author unknown]. “United Nations Security Council: Resolution 242 (1967) of 22 November 1967” United 
Nations: The Question of Palestine. Accessed November 13, 2017. 
https://unispal.un.org/DPA/DPR/unispal.nsf/0/7D35E1F729DF491C85256EE700686136.  
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Palestinian refugees and whether they had, or have, a right to return to Israel.47 Due to the 

Resolution’s lack of clarity, this provision continues to be interpreted differently by Arabs and 

Israelis with respect to rights of refugees and what constitutes as a refugee.48 Since Resolution 

242 was framed as a recommendation with no enforcement mechanisms, the impact that the 

Resolution had on the peace process was minimal. The UN and superpower states were thus 

unable to create a resolution that ensured the process of negotiations between Middle-Eastern 

states as well as the prevention of conflict in the future.     

Conclusion 

 The United States, Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and the UN were all heavily 

involved in the regional Arab-Israeli War of 1967 and intervened respectively in pursuit of their 

own national interests. The United States and the Soviet Union escalated the conflict as they 

were competing for an influence over the region in the Cold War. Despite attempting to engage 

in diplomatic action and promote peaceful negotiations, the UN and the United Kingdom 

ultimately failed due to miscalculations and a lack of influence over the Middle-East. In terms of 

the aftermath of the war, the superpowers failed at promoting a peaceful settlement through 

diplomacy and resolutions that would benefit all states involved in the conflict.  

 The effects of the Six Day War persist until today, as the Arab-Israeli conflict remains 

unresolved. Despite the war acting as a regional clash between neighbouring states in the 

Middle-East, the Arab-Israeli war has had a vast impact on states and populations around the 

world. This effect stretches beyond governmental states into international organizations, non-

																																																								
47 Ruth Lapidoth, “The Misleading Interpretation of UN Security Council Resolution 242,” Jewish Political Studies 
Review, no. 23 (2011): 13-4, accessed November 13, 2017, https://search-
proquestcom.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/docview/1312189067/fulltextPDF/A11F4ADCC4794547PQ/1?accountid=12
339.  
48 Ibid.  
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governmental organizations and local populations. The issue of the Arab-Israeli conflict is one 

that remains extremely difficult to solve. While is it unclear whether a solution to the conflict 

will appear in the years to follow, states must continue to strive for peaceful settlement 

agreements by setting aside national aims and acting in the best interests of all parties involved.  
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Jewish Environmental Ethics: Tensions and Evolutions 

Isabelle Shi 
 

In a Jewish framework, how one views nature is rooted in one’s conception of both the 

relationship between nature and God, and the relationship between man and nature. There is an 

important inherent tension between the anthropocentrism of Jewish cosmology and 

contemporary environmentalism’s “eco-centric” perspectives on nature. An anthropocentric 

value system may be why, historically, the environment has not been a key issue for Jewish 

people. Indeed, Lynn White Jr. accused the anthropocentrism of the Judeo-Christian creation 

stories for humanity’s callousness in exploiting nature in his now famous essay, “The Historical 

Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.”  In recent decades, however, growing ecological 

conscientiousness and awareness of climate change among the general population has caused a 

shift in attitudes. This shift is increasingly encouraging people to read key scriptural passages in 

an “eco-friendly” way, while also multiplying the number of Jewish organizations dedicated to 

environmental protection. Nevertheless, Jewish approaches to the environment continue to be 

diverse. This paper will explore different forms of Jewish environmental advocacy, including 

anthropocentric ones.   

First, it is worth noting that because marginalized communities are usually the groups 

who suffer the harshest consequences of environmental degradation and climate change, the 

discourse on environmentalism often touches upon questions of poverty and socioeconomic 

injustice. Economic justice and equality are well-established, central principles in Judaism; there 

would be little disagreement within the literature that fighting to protect the environment in order 

to secure marginalized groups’ access to water and land is the right thing to do. Yet when it 

comes to the question of nature’s inherent value and how to weigh its needs against human 
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needs, the issue becomes more complex. Jewish scripture does not make any explicit statements 

regarding environmental protection. However, prominent Jewish figures have interpreted certain 

key passages in Jewish literature through different lenses, allowing for a multiplicity of 

environmental stances within the tradition. Certain interpretations argue that nature does not 

exist solely for humans’ sake, but others clearly place humanity above nature in terms of 

importance.  

Certainly, in Jewish theology, humans occupy a central position in creation. The belief 

that humans are created in God’s image, and that there is therefore something special about them 

that sets them apart from other creatures, is central to Judaism. In contrast, secular 

environmentalism tends to view humans as only one species among many. This divergence is at 

the core of the tension between religious tradition and secular environmentalism. However, it 

would be inaccurate to claim that belief in human uniqueness translates into indifference in the 

Jewish tradition for the ways in which humans treat nature.   

First, the fact that nature is God’s creation is deeply meaningful. The doctrine of creation 

invites “awe and reverence toward the natural world”, and implies that the value of nature cannot 

simply be utilitarian.1 Though Genesis 1:28 has God give humans the right to eat and rule over 

all plants and beasts2, there is a firm understanding within the tradition that the land ultimately 

belongs to God. Accordingly, a principal argument advanced by pro-environmentalism Jewish 

organizations like ReformJudaism, a large and prominent Jewish website, is that “any act that 

damages our earth is an offense against the property of God.”3 Thus, though humans have the 

right to use of nature’s resources, they must also afford nature a certain respect.  

																																																								
1 Hava Tirosh-Samuelson, “Nature in the Sources of Judaism”, Daedalus, vol. 130, no. 4, 2001, p. 102-103. 
2 The Complete Tanach with Rashi’s Commentary, Gen. 1:28.  
3 “Jewish Views on the Environment.” ReformJudaism.	
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Moreover, the state of the land can take on a moral dimension, reflecting humanity’s 

connection to God in the Hebrew Bible. According to Bernstein, the land thrives when people 

love God and act justly, but suffers when people reject God and act selfishly.4 This view is in 

line with much of Jewish literature. For example, Midrash Ecclesiastes Rabba 7:13 details God 

saying: “All that I created, I created for you. Reflect on this and do not corrupt or desolate my 

world; for if you do, there will be no one to repair it after you.”5 There exists other literature that 

contradict the underlying anthropocentrism of this message. But the central point is that human 

superiority is commonly understood not as “a license to subdue or exploit”, but as responsible 

stewardship over the earth.6 In fact, the notion of stewardship is a popular reading of Genesis 1, 

as humans being given the right to “rule over” other creatures does not necessarily mean that 

they are allowed to mistreat those creatures.  

Indeed, Judaism is concerned with how humans treat other creatures in general. Rabbis 

have articulated the principle of tza’ar ba’alei chayim, or “distress of living creatures”, a 

prohibition on causing needless pain to other living beings.7 This concern for the suffering of 

animals is well-illustrated by the existence of Jewish dietary laws that govern the slaughter of 

animals for consumption. Kashrut laws also point to the notion that Judaism is concerned with 

what humans consume and how, though our understanding of “consumption” has steadily 

evolved through time and now encompasses things other than food. The “Eco-Kosher” 

movement first started by Rabbi Arthur Waskow8 is a natural extension of this logic. Eco-

																																																								
4 Ellen Bernstein, “The Challenges of Communicating the Environmental Message Or How Not to Alienate Your 
Audience”, p. 10. 
5 Tirosh-Samuelson, “Nature in the Sources of Judaism”, p. 102. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Tracey R. Rich, “Treatment of Animals.” Judaism101. 
8 Melanie Aron, “Eco-Kosher’s Biblical Roots.” ReformJudaism.	
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Kosher, also called “ethical kashrut”, melds traditional kashrut laws with an explicit concern for 

the environment, sustainable development, and the fair treatment of the workers that produce the 

objects that we consume. According to ReformJudaism, Eco-Kosher has become relatively 

mainstream, being embraced by organizations such as the Conservative Movement in their 

Magen Tzedek Campaign, and Uri LeTzedek.9 

Another key principle popularly invoked by Jewish environmentalists is bal tashit, or “do 

not destroy.” This principle stems from Deuteronomy 20:19, which forbids the cutting down of 

fruit-bearing trees when laying siege to enemy cities.10 The Talmud and later rabbinic sources 

extended this idea to anything that may be of potential benefit to humans. Though inherently 

anthropocentric in this wording, this principle could still act as a useful guideline for creating 

policies that prevent harm done to the environment.11 While not all environmentalists may agree 

about the justifying logic behind them, these policies would still result in important gains for the 

environment. Nowadays, Jewish environmentalists also tend to view such environmental 

protection and conservation efforts as part of tikkun olam, “repairing the world.” 

Next, the Jewish prohibition against productive work on Shabbat also extends to the land 

and its resources. One is not allowed to cut down trees, harvest crops, pick fruit, or even put their 

beasts to work in the fields.12 In other words, on Shabbat nature “also has a rest from human 

manipulation”, implying that humans’ right to “productive manipulation of the environment” is 

not absolute, despite Genesis 1.13 The same principle applies to the idea of the Sabbatical year, 

																																																								
9 Ibid. 
10 The Complete Tanach with Rashi’s Commentary, Deut. 20:19. 
11 Tirosh-Samuelson, “Nature in the Sources of Judaism”, p. 106. 
12 David Vogel, “How Green Is Judaism? Exploring Jewish Environmental Ethics.” Business Ethics Quarterly, vol. 
11, no. 2, p. 349–363. 
13 Ibid.	
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which is supposed to occur every seven years and is a period of time when “the land is to lie 

fallow” as a “Sabbath for the Lord.”14 Though one could interpret this law as a pragmatic one 

aiming to preserve the long-term productivity of the soil, Vogel asserts that the commandment’s 

exegesis “emphasizes that its central purpose is the reaffirmation of God’s ownership over the 

land.”15 However, Vogel also points out that the Sabbath is only one day out of seven; during the 

other six days, humans are not only allowed, but obligated to work using nature’s resources.16 

Indeed, balance is central to a nuanced understanding of the Jewish tradition’s 

relationship with nature. While many Jewish traditional values are compatible with 

contemporary environmentalism, it would be erroneous to claim that the two view the 

environment the exact same way. Edicts like bal tashit can be read through a pro-environmental 

lens and act as the basis for conservationist policies, but the fundamental tension between 

anthropocentrism and ecocentrism remains. Tirosh-Samuelson asserts that “it is precisely 

because humans are created with the capacity to transcend nature that they are commanded by 

God to protect nature”, and thus a Jewish environmental ethics cannot give up the “primacy of 

the human species” in the God-created natural order.17 Contemporary secular discourse on 

environmentalism, other the other hand, is increasingly moving away from an anthropocentric 

point of view, and promotes the argument that humans are only one small part of nature.   

Overall, popular approaches to understanding Jewish environmental ethics may be too 

focused on scriptural arguments and lacking in nuance. Though being able to demonstrate that 

one’s views have basis in the Bible is significant and meaningful, I believe that people should 

																																																								
14 Judah David Eisenstein, “Sabbatical Year and Jubilee.” JewishEncyclopedia. 
15  Vogel, “How Green Is Judaism?” p. 354. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Tirosh-Samuelson, “Nature in the Sources of Judaism”, p. 117.	
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take caution when projecting contemporary understandings of environmentalism onto ancient 

texts. This is not only inappropriate, but also ignores the genuine boons that Jewish core values 

can bring to environmentalist efforts as they are. Attempting to reconcile Jewish beliefs and a 

more “eco-centric” view of environmentalism is a worthwhile endeavour, but being transparent 

about one’s interpretive process and starting an open dialogue about how the spirit of Jewish law 

intersects with environmentalism would be more fruitful than hinging everything on biblical 

interpretation. For instance, even a thoroughly anthropocentric approach to environmental 

protection can yield genuinely beneficial results for both humans and nature. Additionally, the 

discourse on the topic could be improved by the open acknowledgment that there are important 

contextual differences between the world today and the world of the Bible. Nevertheless, 

Judaism, like all religions, has the capacity to evolve with its believers and be relevant to 

contemporary issues. Finally, it would be helpful to link people’s understandings of 

environmentalism with other ethical concerns that are well-established in Judaism, the way Eco-

Kosher does. Indeed, environmental degradation is intrinsically tied to economic exploitation 

and injustice, which Judaism wholeheartedly condemns.  
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Hear Me Sing: The Sound of Zionist Nationalism in the Early Twentieth 
Century  

Na’ama Freeman 

With the emergence of modern Zionism in the last decade of the nineteenth century, new 

methods of attaching nationalistic cultural symbols to the Zionist cause developed. One such 

method was through the power of folksong. Having been institutionally developed in Russia at 

the Society for Jewish Folk Music (established in St. Petersburg in 1908), composers at the 

Institute aimed to create a shared music tradition that would unite and create a Jewish ethnic 

nation.1 As such, the Jewish folksong has important historical roots in Russia, yet the 

examination of this is beyond the scope of this paper. Beginning in the late nineteenth century 

and progressing into the twentieth century, historians have both characterized and categorized 

immigration to Palestine within six aliyot.2 This paper will examine the musical influences of the 

second, third, and fourth aliyot. Each wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine impacted the 

development of the Hebrew folksong. Thus, this paper will reveal the ways in which the Hebrew 

folksong took shape during the interwar years (1918-1939) in Palestine. By exploring music 

education, the establishment of music institutions, and the unifying elements which took shape in 

new folksongs, this paper will argue that Zionist leaders and organizations in Palestine sought to 

instill nationalist ideologies through the invented tradition of the Hebrew folksong. 

The Second Aliyah, which took place between 1904 and 1914, saw the rise of a 

communal living movement (known as the Kibbutz movement). During this period, music 

																																																								
1 Joshua Walden, “Music of the “Folks-Neshome”: “Hebrew Melody” and changing musical representations of 
Jewish culture in the early twentieth century Ashkenazi diaspora.” (Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 8, no.2, July 
2009), 152. 
2 Note: Aliyah (p. aliyot) is the Hebrew word meaning immigration of Jews from the diaspora into the 
Land of Israel (or historically, Mandate Palestine). 
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became a community affair with an increase in new folk music that focused on the ideological 

elements of secular Zionism and on shared experiences of new settlers.3 The Third Aliyah, which 

occurred after the First World War between 1918 and 1923, brought with it many trained artists 

and musicians from Russia and Poland and created institutions that worked to develop musicians 

and musical institutions. Individuals who settled in Palestine during this time period helped to 

develop a new folk music that would be specific to the settler’s newfound reality (and 

importantly, the music would be fundamentally different from European music).4 The Fourth 

Aliyah between 1924 and 1932 set the stage for a vibrant musical society to thrive in Mandate 

Palestine. The songs written in this time period travelled to Jewish communities throughout the 

world and worked to both connect people to Palestine as a Jewish homeland as well as to urge 

immigration to the region.5 

During the interwar era in Palestine, the Yishuv6 employed education to impart 

nationalist ideologies onto Jewish youth living in the region. According to historian Shai 

Burstyn, Jewish music education was a critical way that schools in Mandate Palestine worked to 

indoctrinate the younger generation to the Zionist cause.7 In the 1920s a teacher’s council for the 

Jewish National Fund (JNF), an organization founded in 1901 to buy and develop land in 

Palestine, organized an experiential program as a way to disseminate nationalist and ideological 

																																																								
3 Emanuel Rubin and John H. Baron, "Creation of a National Music Prior to Israeli Statehood" In Music 
in Jewish History and Culture, (Sterling Heights, MI: Harmonie Park Press, 2006), 310. 
4 Ibid., 313. 
5 Ibid., 317. 
6 Note: The yishuv (meaning settlement) refers to Jewish individuals living in Ottoman Palestine and later 
Mandate Palestine under British rule. This paper uses the term to refer to the new yishuv, groups of 
Jewish settlers immigrating to Mandatory Palestine and settling in areas outside of Jerusalem. Members 
of the new yishuv established settlements beginning in approximately the 1880s (during the first aliyah) 
and lasting until the creation of the State of Israel. 
7 Shai Burstyn, "Cultural Indoctrination in the Early Hebrew Folksong." In Pictorial Languages and their 
Meanings (Tel Aviv, IL: The Yolanda and David Katz Faculty of the Arts, Tel Aviv University, 2006), 451. 
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messages through identifiable emotions present in the Hebrew folksong.8 According to Burstyn, the 

folksongs as "traditions" had to be invented, and music activists and educators in the Yishuv were 

attentive to the fact that a simple children's song indoctrinated with the values of Zionism could 

effectively instill these values in the young.9 Burstyn highlights B. Omer, a kibbutz music activist 

and song composer writing in the 1940s, who believed in the power of song in ingraining Zionist 

ideology in children: "Musical activities have an important role in providing an emotional foundation 

for national and socialist belief, in deepening the link with the land, with the homeland, with the 

working class both here and abroad. We have found that even in the ideological realm, the power of 

emotional influence is greater than that of pure reason... [this] is doubly [true] in children".10 The 

1920s are also characterized as a time when "foreignness" (i.e., melodies that originated in Eastern 

Europe and came over with immigrants) in tunes began to disappear and songs were almost 

exclusively in Hebrew and composed locally. According to a kindergarten teacher present at a 

meeting of the Association of Kindergarten Teachers in Palestine in 1922, "There is too much 

Germanism in our kindergartens...most tunes are beautiful and pleasant but they lack their essential 

component which is the Hebrew spirit".11 Through this statement one can see that music education in 

elementary schools was believed to be critical to transmitting an ideological nationalism to children. 

Children were viewed as impressionable and the Hebrew folksong helped to form 

foundations of community life beginning in the classroom, effectively communicating and 

																																																								
8 Shai Burstyn, "Cultural Indoctrination in the Early Hebrew Folksong." In Pictorial Languages and their 
Meanings (Tel Aviv, IL: The Yolanda and David Katz Faculty of the Arts, Tel Aviv University, 2006), 452. 
9 Ibid., 453. 
10 Quoted in: Shai Burstyn, "Cultural Indoctrination in the Early Hebrew Folksong." In Pictorial 
Languages and their Meanings (Tel Aviv, IL: The Yolanda and David Katz Faculty of the Arts, Tel Aviv 
University, 2006), 453. 
11 Quoted in: Jehoash Hirshberg, "Inventing a Tradition of Folksongs." In Music in the Jewish community 
of Palestine 1880-1948: A Social History, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1995), 152. 
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indoctrinating romantic nationalist ideologies. For example, Mordechai Zei'ra, who immigrated to 

Palestine from Kiev in 1924, wrote many songs about the pioneering spirit and a return to the 

homeland, ultimately weaving patriotism into his works. "Havu Levenim" (Give Us Bricks), a song 

written by Zei'ra and his acquaintance Alexander Penn, praises the pioneers who built the land, brick 

by brick: "Give us bricks, there is no free time to stand [still] for even a minute; The builders build 

without fear or weariness; We will raise up wall upon wall to meet any obstacle or disturbance; We 

will all sing an anthem of building our land…”.12 Songs such as Zei'ra's "Havu Levenim" were taught 

and sung in classrooms as well as performed in concerts, choirs, and musical groups that formed in 

villages and settlements and which imparted onto individuals a sense of romantic nationalism. 

Many Jewish folksongs that emerged in the 1920s were characterized by the immigration of 

many professional musicians from Eastern Europe as well as the establishment of music institutions 

both in urban centres and rural settlements. In 1929, the Universal Society for the Promotion of 

Jewish Music (otherwise known as Ha-Nigun) was founded by David Schor. Its stated goals included 

(1) the recognition that folk music existed both in the Jewish communities of Palestine as well as in 

Jewish communities of the diaspora; (2) to research and compile the folk music that existed; and (3) 

to create art music based on folk music by encouraging composers of Hebrew music and 

disseminating these works into all Jewish homes.13 The Institute for the Promotion of Music Among 

the People was established in order to spread music and music education throughout in Mandate 

Palestine.14 Both these institutions were fundamentally idealistic, ideological, and nationalistic. As 

																																																								
12 Marsha Bryan Edelman, Discovering Jewish Music, (Philadelphia, PA: The Jewish Publication Society, 
2003), 200. 
13 Emanuel Rubin and John H. Baron, "Creation of a National Music Prior to Israeli Statehood" In Music 
in Jewish History and Culture, (Sterling Heights, MI: Harmonie Park Press, 2006), 318. 
14 Ibid. 
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well, they underline the way in which Zionist music institutions emphasized the importance of folk 

music in furthering their political agenda. As a result, folksongs flourished among amateur artists, 

singers, workers, immigrants young and old, and especially in the choral groups that were established 

on kibbutzim and in metropolitan areas.15 

During the interwar years, various Zionist organizations used song to further their political 

agendas and gain support in the region as well as throughout the diaspora. The Histadrut (the General 

Federation of Workers in the Land of Israel) was founded in December of 1920 and worked to uphold 

workers’ rights in Palestine. Having its roots in socialist Zionism, the Histadrut outlined its aim of 

making socialist Zionism the most powerful political force in Mandate Palestine and, in order to 

realize this goal, they believed that every single Jewish immigrant that arrived to the region had to 

feel as if their very life depended on joining the organization.16 In an effort to realize this goal, the 

Histadrut created the Centre for Education and Culture which issued Hebrew songs about the 

pioneering spirit, the beauty of the land, and of love.17 As mentioned earlier, Mordechai Ze'ira wrote 

many songs that celebrated nationalistic themes in the lyrics. Thus, over one hundred of his songs 

were published in a songbook which was printed and distributed by the Education and Culture 

Department of the Histadrut, with the aim of mass distribution.18 

The JNF, alongside the Jewish Agency, employed song as a tool to disseminate Zionist values. 

In 1926, the JNF established a "youth section" with an aim to capture the imagination and hearts of 
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18 Irene Heskes, "Song and the Modern Return to Zion." In Passport to Jewish Music: Its History, 
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the young Jewish population living in Mandate Palestine and in the diaspora.19 The youth section of 

the JNF printed the first Hebrew songbook and, in a letter to HaShomer Ha-Tza 'ir (a socialist Zionist 

youth movement) in Poland, stated that "song is capable of disseminating Zionist culture better than 

speech [or] a pamphlet". Subsequently, the JNF printed an anthology entitled Mi-Zimrat ha-Aretz 

(Songs of the Land) in 1929.20 The songs printed in the anthology followed similar themes: they were 

bold, optimistic, and they sang praises of the Jewish pioneers and ultimately envisioned a new world 

wherein existed a new Jew who was free and independent from constraints of intolerance in their 

countries of birth.21 For example, a song titled "Nivneh Artzeinu" (We Will Build Our Land), was 

distributed by the JNF Youth Section. The song idealized agricultural work and kibbutz life, "We will 

build our land, our native land; For this land is ours.; We will build our land, our native land: This is 

the command of our blood".22 Further, during this time period phones were restricted to official admin 

and major businesses and, as a result, postcards and mail were an essential form of communication 

for those living in the region. The JNF therefore used postcards in order to share folksongs 

throughout Mandate Palestine as well as with Jews in the diaspora by replacing the traditional 

landscape photo on the back of the card with lyrics to a popular nationalist folksong.23 Songs such as 

"Nivneh Artzeinu" which stressed values that were idealized by the Jewish Agency, became popular 

folksongs, and helped to shape a society unified within the symbolism present in Hebrew folksongs. 
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During the interwar years in Mandate Palestine, optimism about a new national homeland was 

mirrored in the cultural life of its Jewish inhabitants. Many early immigrants had brought with them 

songs from their homeland and, as a result, the first new Hebrew folksongs that appeared on the 

cultural landscape of Mandate Palestine were modelled after these songs. Yet by the 1920s, Jewish 

folksongs became more independent from their roots and adopted a unique nationalist identity as they 

were predominantly sung in Hebrew and incorporated socialist Zionist ideologies, whereas previously 

they had more religious symbolism.24 Folksongs were written by various segments of the population 

including many new immigrants hailing from Eastern Europe and professional musicians, though the 

majority were written by public-school teachers and kibbutz members.25 Designed to function as an 

invented tradition, folksongs appeared to be old and traditional, yet their origins were much more 

contemporary.26 The new Yishuv in Mandate Palestine added that the "traditional" folksongs had to 

be sung in unison in order to fulfill their goals of instilling national ideology.27 According to 

ethnomusicologist Phillip V. Bohlman, song became an essential part of the communal and political 

ideology of Zionism as it opened up an opportunity to harden a social collective while 

simultaneously mobilizing Zionism.28 Bohlman examines the power a song has in unifying a nation 

through collective singing as well as the intensification of power and meaning. He outlines that, due to 

the reproducibility of songs through such things as the sale of cheap songbook prints, the teaching of 

new songs in school, organized sessions of coached communal singing, and records later 
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disseminated through radio broadcasts, songs were powerful tools used by the Zionist movement to 

help to unify a Jewish population made up largely of immigrants.29Hebrew folksongs, having 

proliferated in Palestine during the 1920s, helped to instill Zionist solidarity as a song "had the power 

to speak to all Zionists in a common language, becoming the metonym for Jewish identity and 

political unity [the Jewish population was] seeking".30 In this way, the Hebrew folksong became a 

tool for the dissemination and indoctrination of romantic Zionist nationalism. 

With rising immigration of the Third and Fourth Aliyot, which brought many people to 

Mandate Palestine seeking refuge rather than immigrating for ideological purposes, the songbooks 

printed and distributed by Zionist organizations, such as the Histadrut, helped to solidify a new 

identity as the folksongs themselves provided "Jewish folk song to a society that had lost its own folk 

songs and desperately turned to traditions from elsewhere to find this essential element in the 

construction of self-identity".31 Therefore, the lyrics of many folksongs discussed the ingathering of 

exiles living in the diaspora and celebrated their return to the homeland.32 

Members of the Yishuv and various Zionist agencies aimed to create unifying cultural 

symbols that both evoked the past (i.e., religious return to the homeland) as well as modern symbols 

suggesting the future of the Jewish state. These songs were increasingly imbued with ideological 

symbols aimed to "extol the spirit of the pioneer settlers... depict the romanticized scenery of the 

land; to enhance the revival of Hebrew through settings of both biblical texts and modern lyrics; and 
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to unify people through communal singing".33 The physical performance of these songs often 

occurred in a semi-formal environment on a Kibbutz or within the youth movements (such as 

HaShomer Ha-Tza 'ir). Importantly, Hebrew folksongs required complete audience participation and 

often there would be a communal singing coach to help carry the tune of well-known folksongs as 

well as teach new songs. "Unisonality," a term coined by Benedict Anderson, encompasses the ability 

of music to bring people together by singing in unison (same words, same melody, and at the same 

time), ultimately merging into one voice.34 Leaders of the Yishuv during the interwar period saw an 

opportunity in the creation of a new tradition of the folksong and its value when sung in unison in 

order to fulfill their goals of instilling national ideology and forming an imagined community out of 

strangers.35 

In conclusion, the proliferation of folksongs during the interwar years aided the Zionist cause 

by instilling symbols of romantic nationalism and merging fractures within the predominantly 

immigrant group/inhabitants living in Mandate Palestine. As this paper has shown, music classes in 

schools helped to create a tradition of the new Hebrew folksong and indoctrinate youth with Zionist 

values, such as romanticizing settling the land and celebrating a return to the Jewish homeland. As 

well, the dissemination of Hebrew folksongs by organizations such as the Histadrut helped to 

institutionalize and cement new songs as if they were part of an ancient tradition. Finally, a critical 

component of the new folksong was the manner of its performance: in unison. This functioned to 
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unite Jews living in Mandate Palestine as well as those in the diaspora and ultimately helped to shape 

a Jewish nation that was spread across state boundaries, but whose home lay in the region of 

Palestine. Therefore, the new Hebrew folksong ultimately spread Zionist values by distributing songs 

that evoked nationalism and depicted a romanticized view of the Jewish settlement in Palestine. 
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A Backward Approach: Mizrahi Resistance in the Face of an Oppressive 
Zionist Absorption Strategy in the 1950s 

Julian Binder 
 

During the British Mandate of Palestine lasting from 1920-1948, 90% of Jewish 

immigrants that arrived came from Europe. Only a few years later, by 1950, 70% of new 

immigrants in the nascent State of Israel came from the Middle East and North Africa. Israel 

ultimately saw an influx of 850,000 of these Jews in its early years.1 With the rise of Zionism 

and its conflicts in Mandate Palestine, culminating in the UN Partition plan of 1947, declaration 

of statehood in 1948 and subsequent war, tension between Jewish communities and their Arab 

host societies in places like Iraq, Yemen, Lybia, and Egypt grew.2 Growing in parallel with 

rising Zionist fortunes in Mandate Palestine, anti-Jewish sentiment in Arab countries was 

realized in different ways, most intensely through the 1940s. In Iraq, Jews were not permitted to 

emigrate until 1950; in Italian occupied Libya, some Jews were sent to a concentration camp; 

and in Yemen, eighth century discriminatory laws pertaining to Jews started to be enforced.3 4 5 

Jews in Arab lands were also met with popular violence, with hundreds killed in violent riots and 

pogroms, a notable example being the Farhud riots of Baghdad in 1941.6 By choice or by forced 

expulsion, legally or illegally, and with varied experiences of hardship in the migration process, 

the vast majority of Jews in Arab lands fled their homes, mostly to the new Israeli state, reducing 
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the Jewish populations in countries like Iraq by as much as 93%.7 For the Zionist movement 

grappling with newfound statehood and a strained financial situation, the task of absorbing and 

integrating these Jews who had lived in Arab lands for centuries was overwhelming for the new 

state, and resulted in a panic among Israeli officials.8 Moreover, these Jews, who would double 

the Israeli population in its first decade of existence, were not seen as equal state-building 

halutzim (pioneers), but as part of a “Mass Aliya” from the backward East, tools be used by the 

‘real’ pioneers.9 These Jews from Arab lands, coming to be known as Mizrahim,10 came from 

diverse socio-economic, cultural, and educational backgrounds, yet had shared experience and 

cause in their degrading immigrant experience upon arrival to Israel, living largely in heavily 

policed ma’abarot (transit camps), and cultivating a shared sense of resentment toward the 

government. This resentment was the at the root of a burgeoning Mizrahi identity in the 1950s.11 

Through examining Zionist thought surrounding Oriental Jewry, different Mizrahi forms of 

resistance against the early Israeli state, and the nature of Mizrahi political activity throughout 

the 1950s, this essay aims to make clear the ideological Zionist framework that Mizrahi Jews 

were subject to upon their arrival, and the ways in which they disrupted and challenged its goals 

in the Israeli state’s first decade of existence. 
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Predating and contemporary to the massive influx of Mizrahi Jewry, much of Ashkenazi 

Zionist thought stressed the Eastern backwardness of these Jews, and sought to ‘civilize’ them to 

be of use to the Zionist project as cheap labourers. In the 1890s, foundational Zionist thinker 

Theodore Herzl proclaimed that the Jewish state would function as “the portion of the rampart of 

Europe against Asia, an outpost of civilization as opposed to barbarism.” 12 With brown skin, and 

centuries of cultural life enmeshed with that of their Arab neighbours, Mizrahi Jews would be 

included in this category of “barbarism,” unwanted in the imagined namesake of Herzl’s Der 

Judenstaat (“The Jewish State”). As some scholars have pointed out about early Zionism, the 

“Jewish question” was one whose asking and answering served only European Jewry.13 David 

Ben-Gurion, Israel’s preeminent leader before and after the creation of the state in 1948, wrote 

explicitly of the danger Mizrahi Jewry posed to Zionism due to their Arab heritage, the mark of a 

corrupting influence, asserting that “We do not want Israelis to become Arabs. We are in duty 

bound to fight against the spirit of the Levant, which corrupts individuals and societies.”14 He 

goes on to identify European Jewishness as the only ‘real’ embodiment of true Judaism and its 

values, writing that “[we are in duty bound to] preserve the authentic Jewish values as they 

crystallized in the Diaspora."15 This delineation of Eastern and Western Jewry, of right versus 

wrong Jewishness, was put in even starker terms of action by the Revisionist camp, headed by 

Valdimir Jabotinsky, who wrote in 1926 that “Jews, thank God, have nothing in common with 

the East. We must put an end to any trace of the Oriental spirit in the [native] Jews of 
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Palestine."16 Even earlier, in his article “Jews of the East,” Jabotinsky advocated against ‘mixed’ 

marriage between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews, to preserve an Ashkenazi majority in Jewish 

Palestine, lest this result in the wrong choice between “a brilliant people or a dull race."17 As 

Mizrahi mass immigration waned by the mid 1950s, Abba Eban, a prominent Israeli statesman, 

explicitly repeated the westernizing goals of the Israeli state in its absorption strategy towards 

these refugees and immigrants, writing that “the project [of absorption] should be to infuse [the 

Mizrahim] with an Occidental spirit, rather than allow them apprehensions which afflict us . . . 

lest the predominance of immigrants of Oriental origin force Israel to equalize its cultural level 

with that of the neighboring world."18 This Orientalizing saviour-narrative at the heart of 

integration policies of the 1950s saw Israel saving these Eastern Jews from their Arab masters, 

and most importantly, from their backward Eastern ways.  

In the 1910s, the Zionist idea of Avodat Ivrit, or Jewish labour, saw a selective benefit in 

the immigration of Mizrahi and specifically Yemenite Jews, so they could work as cheap 

labourers, replacing Palestinian Arabs for the Ashkenazi Jewish settlers.19 Only later in the early 

state years, when European Jewish migration slowed and the demand for population and labour 

grew to fulfill the Zionist vision, were Mizrahim welcomed en masse.20 This era saw the myth of 

the saviour narrative realized on a large scale, embodied in events like “Operation Magic 

Carpet,” which was the airlifting of thousands of largely Yemenite Jews to Israel around 1950.21 

However dire the circumstance surrounding Yemenite Jews’ plight, the saviour myth obscured 
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the serious material goals and state-building needs that underpinned much of Zionist leaders’ 

motivation. As Mizrahi scholar Ella Shohat puts it, “the European Zionist rescue phantasy 

concerning the Jews of the Orient, in sum, masked the need to rescue itself from possible 

economic and political collapse.”22 Mizrahi Jewish intellectuals had diverse perspectives on 

Zionism, and offered narratives that challenged the Orientalist vitriol that many European 

Zionists used to paint a homogenous portrait of their Arab counterparts. Writing for The Jewish 

League to Combat Zionism, an Egyptian anti-Zionist group, Marsil Shirizi wrote that “Unlike 

Zionists, who regard antisemitism as an inevitable and everlasting phenomenon, we fully trust 

humanitarian approaches and the forces of progress,” and that the best way forward was not 

Zionism but “a realistic alliance between the Jewish population and world democratic forces.”23 

Shirizi also blamed Zionists for the anti-Jewish sentiment and violence across the Arab world, 

writing that “Zionism is now helping turn the Arab world, well known for its traditional 

friendship with Jews, into a fertile soil for anti-Jewish movements.”24 This kind of sentiment 

directly contradicts the myth of the saviour narrative, designating Zionists and their colonial 

collaborators as the true antagonists in Jewish-Arab relations, aiming to isolate local Mizrahi 

Jewry from their Arab neighbours.25 Others, like Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Mandatory Palestine 

Ben-Zion Meir Hai Uziel, spoke of Zionism more favourably, choosing to focus on the 

persecution of Jews in broad terms to justify the state. Speaking about Zionist ambitions in 1918 

to the King-Crane commission, he made the case for a Jewish state, arguing that the “necessary 
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longing [for a state] that our history of Diaspora persecution and the murders committed in our 

day and before our eyes in various lands, is the clearest and most reliable testimony that the 

People of Israel cannot continue its existence without a safe haven and national home wherein it 

will continue its political, civil, and spiritual life in full freedom and autonomy.”26 He also 

warned that “many tales are told against [the Zionists],” and assured those in attendance that they 

“had not committed any offense nor offended the sensitivities of [their] neighbors who dwell 

here [in Ottoman Palestine].”27 There was no one Mizrahi or Sephardic stance on Zionism, just 

as Mizrahi Jewry had a diversity of experiences and cultural life in the different lands they came 

from. However, it can be said with certainty that the Orientalist discourse and saviour narrative 

surrounding Mizrahi immigration were not met unchallenged by these Jews, both before their 

arrival en masse and through different forms of resistance in the 1950s. 

In the 1950s, Mizrahi Jews resisted and challenged the initiatives of the Israeli state to 

integrate them and fix their supposed backwardness, through popular and individual protest 

against oppressive policies and actions, as well as through cultural production. As scholar Bryan 

Roby notes, much of the scholarship surrounding Mizrahi resistance starts in 1959 with the Wadi 

Salib Rebellion. It took place in the Wadi Salib neighborhood of Haifa among its primarily 

Moroccan immigrant residents, and was sparked by growing tension due to both violent police 

practices as well as the preferential housing offered to Polish immigrants, including some that 

had been earmarked for Mizrahim but reallocated at the last minute to their European Jewish 

counterparts.28 29 However, Mizrahi resistance to oppressive policies and actions is endemic to 
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their presence in Israel after 1948, and worthy of study.30 First, by examining conditions of 

Mizrahi life from 1948-1959, we can better understand the nature of their resistance and struggle 

in the early years of the state, culminating in Wadi Salib in 1959. In the 1950s, much of Mizrahi 

popular demonstration and discontent centered around this question of discriminatory housing, as 

well as for basics like “bread and work.” 31 While many Ashkenazi immigrants took over 

emptied Palestinian Arab towns and villages as well as purpose-built housing, most Mizrahi 

immigrants lived in transit camps, development towns in the Negev, and impoverished 

neighborhoods like Wadi Salib, that sometimes lacked clean water and had power outages.32 33 

After having endured a traumatizing move to Israel, the indignity of the harsh life in the tents and 

shacks of the ma’abarot and development towns, devoid of the economic, communal, and 

educational infrastructure of their native Jewish communities, was a further blow to many 

Mizrahim, especially Iraqi Jewry.  

In contemplating histories of Mizrahi resistance, the trauma of a life uprooted cannot be 

understated, nor can the discrimination and othering that Mizrahi immigrants faced in the 

decades after their arrival. Lital Levy, a child of Iraqi Jewish immigrants, was attending a family 

dinner in Israel when she noticed that her great-aunts were unusually bloated. Puzzled, she later 

wrote 
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When I asked my parents about this, they explained that these great-aunts were bloated 

from the medicine they took for their depression. ‘Why are they depressed?’ I asked. 

‘Because of the move to Israel,’ my parents replied, offering no concrete details. 34   

Israeli Police, overwhelmingly Ashkenazi, were a prominent presence in the camps and towns. 

Not only did they quell protest and other ‘disruptive’ activity, but they took on a socializing role, 

complementing the schools that children were sent to in instilling the Western, ‘modern’ values 

the state thought were imperative for integrating these Jews and ‘turning’ them Israeli. This role 

in the early state was succinctly eloquated by 1970s Police Commissioner Shaul Rozolio, who 

said that “the police acted both as social change agent[s]...shaper[s] of political attitudes and 

facilitator[s] of state power and centrality, thereby binding key constituencies to the state.”35 As 

“guardians” of these communities, police served as arbiters between the state and the local 

populations, even though they lacked significant enough influence to enact changes in central 

government policy.36 In addition to the police, Ashkenazi nurses, teachers, and doctors, were 

among other individuals who interacted with Mizrahi communities in the camps and towns, 

where they reinforced Eurocentric norms, including those of beauty, for example. Henritette 

Dahan Kalev, a Morrocan immigrant who came to Israel in 1949 around the age of 5, writes 

about how she frequently heard “You are so pretty; you don’t look Moroccan…from the nurse, 

dressed in white…[and]…from [her] tall, silver-haired German Jewish kindergarten teacher.”37 
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Kalev addresses the strange feelings these comments provoked in her childhood self, and “only 

later did [she] understand these feelings as the subtext of ‘I am lucky I don’t look Moroccan.’”38 

Physical Mizrahi resistance itself took a number of forms that challenged the process of 

integration that the police and other institutions were meant to enforce. Popular protests against 

police action deemed unfair or excessive was one form of resistance, one notable instance being 

in 1952, when hundreds of Mizrahi residents of the Kfar Ono ma’abara bussed to Petah Tikvah, 

protesting the arrest of three residents accused of assault and property damage.39 Attempted 

negotiations by the police angered the protesters, who invoked the language of the Holocaust 

against them in chants, yelling slogans like “‘Nazis,’ ‘Gestapo,’ [and] ‘Ben-Gurion’s Dogs = 

Shitreet.’”40 However, the police disrupted an organized speech by a representative of the 

protesters later that night.41 Another form of physical resistance was the reaction of some 

Yemeni parents to the abduction of their children, who were then placed in communal homes or 

with Ashkenazi childless couples to be raised in a way deemed acceptable by the government. 

The “Yemenite Children Affair” is a disputed historical event, but one that, if the voices of the 

victims are to be believed, did occur.42 Scholar Meira Weiss, combing through harrowing 

accounts given by Yemeni parents to a 1990s Israeli government commission on the affair, wrote 

of one mother’s body physically resisting the supposed truth that hospital staff conveyed to her: 

that her child had died in hospital, having been taken away from her for what was supposed to be 

a checkup. Weiss writes that “the mother’s body responded adversely, signaling to her that her 
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child was alive.”43 Other parents resisted the abduction of their children by showing up to 

hospitals and banging on doors, demanding to see their children, whom they believed to be 

inside. A nurse from the time recounted that “every day there was a problem with these parents. 

They came to the hospital, knocking on the doors…we had to call security. Fight power with 

power.”44 Cultural production of literature, especially in Arab language newspapers and 

magazines, also served as an important form of resistance for Mizrahi Jewry in the 1950s. For 

instance, the Arab language newspaper magazine al-Jadid (“Now”), formed by Arab speaking 

intellectuals with ties to the Communist and non-Zionist Maki party, gave prominent space to 

Mizrahi immigrant voices.45 It featured Mizrahi as well as Arab-Palestinian poems, short stories, 

and artwork, and along with other Arab language newspapers like the Mapam-affiliated Al-

Mirsad, was largely able to circumvent the censorship that often befell Hebrew language 

publications due to the lack of Arabic knowledge among the Ashkenazi establishment.46 These 

publications, together with ma’abarot specific Arabic newspapers that reported on social issues 

like unemployment, housing conditions, and local incidents of marginalization, constituted an 

important form of Mizrahi resistance to official state narratives and news. This form of resistance 

oriented around cultural production, and meditated through politically affiliated publications, 

was also an important arena for Mizrahi political organization throughout the 1950s.  

Mizrahi political organization and affiliation, in ma’abarot and elsewhere in the 1950s, 

helps to show the different priorities Mizrahi communities had, who they found common cause 

with, and the ways in which they disrupted the control of the Israeli government. According to 
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Chetrit, the main type of political activity among Mizrahi immigrants was the kind of popular 

protest and resistance described earlier. The second type of political activity was in “the party 

realm, national, and local,” in places like the Knesset, or on municipal councils.47 Yet, at both 

levels of these Ashkenazi dominated political arenas, Mizrahi Jews failed to be represented in a 

meaningful way, their voices systemically excluded. Abraham Abbas, a Syrian Jewish Zionist 

figure who wrote a report reflecting on Mizrahi community politics in 1959, stated that “since 

the establishment of Israel three Knessets have been elected, but in [none] of them has there been 

a change in the numerical strength of the representation of oriental Jews.”48 Despite this lack of 

representation at the national level, many accounts of early Mizrahi politics feature the story of 

Israeli political parties rushing to meet Mizrahi immigrants as they arrived in order to curry their 

support. Due to parties’ control of certain resources, especially in the case of Mapai, to be 

allocated to these immigrants, joining a party was incentivized.49  This was especially true 

considering that Mizrahi self-governance in the form of elected committees and councils in the 

transit camps and development towns faced unique restrictions, if allowed at all.50 A 

demonstrative early example is in the case of Pardes Hanna’s General Committee, which, formed 

unofficially amid frequent police harassment, unified the different ma’abarot that made up 

Pardes Hanna, and was pioneering as an autonomous political body for Mizrahi Jewish 

immigrants.51 In 1951, the police sent an undercover Iraqi immigrant officer to gather 

intelligence on leading members at a committee meeting, so they could be arrested, which is a 

testament to the threat felt by the police regarding the power of the committee and its 
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supporters.52 The fruits of this spying led to a messy series of arrests, and protests followed. At 

the meeting in question, the speakers, who were mostly educated Iraqi Jews, called on the 

attendees to be more politically aware of their dire situation, and thus call for better food, 

housing, and education. Speakers also called on the audience to pressure camp secretaries to 

achieve these aims, and notably, to demand Iraqi representation in alleviating the poor condition 

of the aforementioned elements of camp life. The policing and oppression of this kind of 

community organization, usually formed to call for basic improvements to living conditions and 

community services, continued through the decade in Mizrahi communities, although most of the 

committees and councils were deemed illegal and were unrecognized officially. For this reason, 

the legitimacy of aligning with political parties was attractive, and parties from the left and right 

with oppositional orientations to the dominant Mapai and its allies gained many Mizrahi 

followers, including the Maki and Herut parties respectively.53 For example, Iraqi Jews, due to 

their previous exposure and experience with communist politics, were particularly drawn to 

socialist parties like Mapam.54 Addressing leaders of the Labour party in particular, Abraham 

Abbas summed up the main cause of Mizrahi communal strife in the 1950s, writing that the 

leaders’ “mere opposition to “communal” [Mizrahi] candidates lists will not do. I have no doubt 

that had the Knesset included representatives of these communities, the painful problem of the 

Ma‘abarot would long [ago] have been solved.”55 In this context, the violence in Wadi Salib in 

1959 is unsurprising, after a decade of a strikingly discriminatory, racist, and neglectful approach 

by the ruling political class toward Mizrahi Jewry. It is also important in this context to note that 
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the main theme of the reaction to Wadi Salib was denial.56 After a decade of denying Mizrahi 

immigrants improved conditions and political representation, in part by denying that problems 

existed in the first place, David Ben Gurion applied the same attitude when it came to Wadi 

Salib. He hardly mentioned it at all, and even appointed the sociological architect of the failed 

integration strategy, Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt, as the leader of a commission of inquiry.57 The 

Commission, sure enough, resoundingly concluded that there was no discrimination toward 

Mizrahi Jews, and that the police response at Wadi Salib was justified.58 Marking the end of a 

decade of largely grassroots political activity in Mizrahi communities, Wadi Salib, and the 

response to it at the national level, shows just how deep Ashkenazi racism ran when it came to a 

pivotal moment of opportunity to alter the failed approach and treatment of the grossly 

underserving and politically disenfranchised Mizrahi population.  

 Early discourse concerning Zionism and Mizrahi communities, as well as Mizrahi 

resistance and political activity in the 1950s, helps deepen our understanding of the often 

challenged Zionist vision for the waves of Mizrahi Jewish immigrants in the early state years. As 

demonstrated, racism toward non-European Jewry was blatant and pervasive, and this essay can 

hardly begin to uncover the depth of the othering these Jews faced in their traumatic transplants 

to Israel. Hopefully, the memories of individuals who experienced these events, both victims and 

perpetrators of oppression, helps to give voice to the human element at the heart of this 

complicated chapter in Middle Eastern and North African Jewish history. While limiting in their 

emotional biases and contemporary political agendas, individual voices that bore witness to this 

often neglected history must be included in our examination of it. With the knowledge that the 
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current Israeli population is more Mizrahi than not, perhaps the history of not only Mizrahi 

mistreatment, but of Mizrahi resistance and rebellion, can act as an important intervention into 

toxic narratives of us versus them today. Perhaps even, a reclamation of the diverse early 

Mizrahi political activity from the 1950s could become an important rung yet unclimbed on the 

ladder of coexistence in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, through a realization of empathy and 

shared values of justice.  
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