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     	 Thoughts on Zionism in the Context of German-Middle Eastern Relations
 
	 Nina Berman
 

 
 
 
   I.
 The Zionist positions that Theodor Herzl and Martin Buber formulated around 1900 express fundamentally different attitudes toward the Middle East. Herzl's pathbreaking vision of a Jewish state and his early lobbying efforts appealed to ideas about European and Christian sovereignty over the Holy Land. Even though Argentina was originally considered as an alternative, he argued in 1896:
  If his Majesty the Sultan were to give us Palestine, we could undertake the responsibility of putting the finances of Turkey completely in order. To Europe we would represent a part of the barrier against Asia; we would serve as the outpost of civilization against barbarism. As a neutral state we would remain allied to all of Europe, which in turn would have to guarantee our existence.1
 
 Only two years later, lobbying to gain the support of the German emperor, he wrote:
  The return of even the semi-Asiatic Jews under the leadership of thoroughly modern persons must undoubtedly mean the restoration to health of this neglected corner of the Orient. Civilization and order would be brought there. Thus the migration of the Jews would eventually be an effective protection of the Christians in the Orient.2
 
 Buber, on the other hand, saw Jews as belonging to the realm of Oriental cultures. In speeches made between 1909 and 1914, he formulated his idea of "the Jew as Oriental." In a somewhat stunning essentialization of Occidental and Oriental cultural spheres_lumping together ancient Greeks, Romans, and contemporary Europeans, on the one hand, and Chinese, Arabs, and Indians, on the other_he argued:
  All I have said about the Oriental is especially true of the Jew. ... It can be seen that of all the Orientals the Jew is the most obvious antithesis of the Greek. The Greek wants to master the world, the Jew, to perfect it. For the Greek the world exists, for the Jew, it becomes. The Greek confronts it; the Jew is involved with it.3
 
 Buber's understanding of Jewish identity emphasized Jewish historical ties to the Orient and Jewish religious and cultural traditions. Herzl, by contrast, foregrounded the history of political and economic persecution. Whereas Herzl wanted to bring European culture to a "barbaric" region of the world, Buber hoped that Jews would again embrace their roots in the Middle East. Herzl took a colonialist approach toward the Arab population of the area, unlike Buber, who was keenly aware of the pitfalls inherent in such an attitude and argued, instead, for collaboration with Arabs, a position from which he did not depart throughout his life.4 Herzl engaged European powers and presented the Zionist project as one concordant with European and Christian interests. Buber, on the other hand, pursued a politics of difference; in fact, his stance can be considered one of the first examples of deliberate ethnic identity politics.5
 The positions articulated by Buber and Herzl are chosen here to highlight contrasting poles in a larger discussion among Zionist and non-Zionist Jews before World War I. Some contemporaries ridiculed Buber for his romantic views of the East;6 for others, however, his ideas were inspirational and provided guidance.7 Herzl was also attacked, for example, by Karl Kraus, who likened Zionism to antisemitism; nevertheless, he succeeded in gathering a much larger following than Buber.8
 The range of positions put forth in this debate was much greater and the discussion more complex than this brief overview suggests. In seeking to understand the intellectual roots and circumstances that brought about these distinct positions, scholarship has explained them in the context of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century developments and also in light of the history of Jews in Europe. Herzl's views have been identified as being reflective of Jewish assimilation, secularization, modernization, and European nationalism.9 The similarities and differences between Herzl's ideas and ideologies promoting settler colonialism have been explored.10 [End Page 133] Some scholars have interpreted Herzl's appeal to even antisemitic sentiments as pragmatism.11 This view of Herzl's lobbying strategies is supported by the fact that he temporarily embraced the idea of a Jewish state in...
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