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The Roots of Combative Zionism

Israeli Militarism in the Works

By Michael Nance
Copyright © 2012 by Michael Nance

All rights reserved

Palestinian philosopher, professor, prospective peace-maker and part-time 
politician Sari Nusseibeh is quoted as saying, “Israel often used violence as a tactical 
step to provoke a violent reaction, which it then used as an excuse for further violence 
in pursuit of its political end.”1 Although this quote specifically referred to post-1967 
Israel and much of his autobiography chronicles the ways in which Israel has used this 
tactic during the First and Second Intifadas, it can also be applied to the beginnings of 
Jewish mass settlement in Palestine before the creation of the State of Israel. In fact, 
a military culture that preferred violent solutions to problems that could be resolved 
by other means has been inextricably linked with the Zionist Jewish resettlement of 
Palestine since the late 1930s in a way that seemed rather contradictory to its other 
performed attributes that seem much more lofty and humanistic. 

 This contradiction begs the question of how militarism became so prevalent 
within the Jewish settler communities in Palestine in the first place. Did it develop 
naturally due to the horrific violence and mistreatment they had experienced in 
their mostly European expatriate homelands? Was it the result of living in a harsh 
environment filled with uncooperative Arabs, as the traditional Zionist narrative 
would have one believe? Or is it possible that this militarism was an ideology carefully 
cultivated amongst the Jewish population of Palestine by Zionist leaders, realizing 
that a military culture was a necessary first step to conquering the land completely and 
establishing a state with their particular political party at its head? If this is the case, 
it seems that Israel’s military culture was one of the many artificial constructs used to 
create the Israeli nation and state. This construct was particularly alien to the people 
who fell victim to it, and one that the nation would not necessarily have naturally 

1) Sari Nusseibeh, Once Upon A Country: A Palestinian Life. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007), 
206.
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cultivated on their own due to the aforementioned lofty and humanist tendencies had it 
not been forced on them through various means of active and passive nation-building 
by the Zionist leadership.

 I will attempt to demonstrate that in reality, militarism in Israeli society 
resulted from a mixture of these various factors. The evidence indicates that the main 
factors which caused the younger generation of Jewish Zionists in Palestine in the 
1930s to adopt militarism as a revered tenet included the threat of Nazi Germany, as 
well as interactions with the British colonial leadership in Palestine and certain Arab 
Palestinian sects that were perceived as hostile to the eventual creation of a Jewish 
state. Furthermore, the younger generation’s change in attitude marked a significant 
departure from the traditional Zionist thought of their parents’ generation. It was seen 
as the ultimate flowering of the New Jew, the coming of age of the first generation of 
mostly Ashkenazi Jews in Palestine not to be born in what they considered to be exile. 
Their glorification of the use of military force as a means to solve their problems was 
in fact a way for this generation to distance themselves from the perceived weakness 
of their ancestors’ generations outside the land of Israel. Recognizing this key fact 
was David Ben-Gurion, who appropriated this rise in militaristic tendencies in order 
to further the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine with himself, or at least his party, 
at its head.2 This thirst for power brings to light another key factor involved in the 
rise of militarism in Israel, which was a political rivalry within the Yishuv3 between 
the political parties Mapai and Hakibbutz Hameuchad. These factors all combined 
to create the type of militarism that has existed in Israel since before its creation. As 
the members of the younger generation grew up and had children of their own, they 
passed along their newly-created ideological perspective to their children. From this 
moment on, I will refer to this militaristic ideology in Israel as combative Zionism, 
which is a policy of preferring to use force against whomever would stand opposed to 
the existence of a Jewish state in Palestine/Israel or to the interests of the leadership of 
the Israeli state.

 In order to understand mainstream Zionism’s acceptance of combative 
Zionism as an ideology intended to transform the Yishuv, it is first necessary to 
identify a working definition for the term ideology. Looking at ideology in Marxist 
terms will be particularly helpful in this regard. Louis Althusser, who was heavily 
influenced by Marxist thought, initially defines ideology as “the system of ideas and 
representations which dominate the mind of a man or a social group.”4 Furthermore, 
it is “the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence.”5 
That does not mean that ideology creates an artificial reality for its subjects; it merely 
creates an alternate perception for its subjects regarding the relationship between 

2) David Ben-Gurion was the first Prime Minister of Israel and a very famous Zionist leader. He is widely 
thought of as one of the most important Founding Fathers of the State of Israel. 
3) The Hebrew term for the Jewish community in Palestine before the creation of the State of Israel.
4) Louis Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation).” The 
Anthropology of the State: A Reader. A. Sharma and A. Gupta, eds. (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 
98.
5) Ibid, 100.
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the subject and his reality. Although, interestingly enough, in his work entitled 
The Making of Israeli Militarism (which also provides an analysis of the Marxist 
perspectives regarding ideology), Ben-Eliezer contradicts Althusser by arguing that 
ideology can in fact affect reality itself, not just perceptions of it, saying that “ideology 
is itself conceived of today as a material substantiality that can constitute, reproduce, 
or transfigure reality.”6 Although this could be considered splitting hairs, a general 
consensus can be formed by saying that ideology is a catalyst force, which, through 
a process of alternating either reality or the perception thereof, is significant because 
it affects a person’s decision-making process as well as a person’s reactions to any 
change in that reality.

 Ben-Eliezer makes another significant point regarding ideology, explaining 
that “ideology is effective precisely because it becomes embedded in everyday 
life, part of the ‘nature of things’ as these are formed by habit and cemented by 
institutionalization”  because ideology “is created through symbolic practices, 
organizations, and apparatuses” and regenerates itself over and over again.7 This 
last component is also a key component of Althusser’s argument, who, in a counter-
intuitive fashion, explains that “ideology in general has no history.”8 By this he 
means that ideology exists as something separate from history, although it does have 
a history of its own. He backs up this extraordinary claim by later explaining that 
“ideology has no outside (for itself), but at the same time...it is nothing but outside 
(for science and reality).”9 In other words, when looked at from the inside, ideology is 
all-encompassing, omnipresent and timeless; when looked at from the outside, there is 
nothing but externalities imposing itself on its victims. It is only logical to understand 
that according to Althusser’s definition of ideology, ideology creates subjects out of 
those who succumb to the belief in an ideology of any form. Furthermore, it is in 
this habitual and repetitive nature of ideology that the roots of militarism in Zionism 
can be viewed. Ben-Eliezer puts it quite simply: “Israeli militarism...emerged neither 
from abstract systems and general ideas nor from doctrines or formal declarations. Its 
roots are traceable to concrete practices in the military realm which through the years 
became normative and habitual”.10

 To further highlight the extent to which Jewish life in Palestine changed so 
drastically due to combative Zionism, it is essential to understand that mainstream 
Zionism was not always so glaringly militaristic. Certain Zionist organizations, 
such as Brit Shalom, which was founded in 1920, believed in coexistence between 
Jewish settlers in Palestine and their Arab Palestinian neighbors. Its founding was 
even accredited to “the ethical integrity of the Zionist endeavor.”11 Martin Buber, the 
great spiritual leader of liberal Judaism and Zionism, “had long advocated a binational 

6) Uri Ben-Eliezer, The Making of Israeli Militarism. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 8. 
7) Ibid, 8.
8) Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” 100.
9) Ibid, 106.
10) Ben-Eliezer, Israeli Militarism, 8.
11) Sandy Tolan, The Lemon Tree: An Arab, a Jew, and the Heart of the Middle East. (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2006), 84.
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state” in Palestine, which eventually became the stated goal of the Mapam political 
party.12

 As if that weren’t enough, much of Zionism, and the kibbutz movement 
in particular, was based on humanist and socialist values adopted by early Zionists 
in Europe. Within the kibbutzim, private property was discouraged if not outright 
forbidden and egalitarianism amongst the members of the kibbutzim was preached 
and often practiced in a setting that was described by Eyal Ben-Ari as “the communal 
utopia of socialist Zionism” (Ben-Ari 1998: 98).13 Sari Nusseibeh acknowledges that 
especially within the kibbutz movement the average person “was a model humanist 
and socialist [and he begrudgingly admits] a person [he] had no choice but to admire.”14

 
This socialist aspect to Zionism in its early years also meant that there was 

an inherent connection between Zionism and the labor movement. Shabtai Teveth 
in his various works about David Ben-Gurion spends pages upon pages describing 
how Ben-Gurion in his early years in Palestine created various labor organizations 
and subsequently organized strikes that were used as a basis for spreading the 
Zionist message. He even describes how various Zionist labor organizations tried to 
incorporate Arabs into their labor unions, even quoting Ben-Gurion as saying “that 
no contradiction existed between the aspirations of Labor Zionism and those of the 
country’s Arab inhabitants.”15 Amos Perlmutter best explains how important all of 
these leftist tendencies were to Zionism by simply saying, “The Socialist-Zionist 
movement built the nation, mobilized the pioneer revolution, and created a new 
society.”16

 After understanding the great importance of humanism to the Zionist 
movement, it leads to the simplistic but inevitable question, “What accounts for 
Zionism’s transformation from all-inclusive humanism to militancy?” But before that 
question can be truly answered, it should be mentioned that the humanist tendencies of 
Zionism were only one side of the coin. Humanism existed within Zionist movements 
in pre-1948 Palestine, but it was not a value that was held by everyone, nor for 
everyone. For example, only some political parties were in favor of a binational state. 
While Mapam was in favor of a binational state, Mapai, the party that Ben-Gurion 
belonged to, did not. In fact, it is not as if Zionism was free of militarist aspirations 
until the 1930s. There had been various factions within Zionism advocating the build-
up of paramilitary forces long before the 1930s. Sometimes, this did not even come 
from fringe groups. The Histadrut, which was the main Zionist labor organization, 
recognizing “the need to maintain a permanent defense organization” founded 

12) Ibid, 84.
13) Eyal Ben-Ari, Mastering Soldiers: Conflict, Emotions, and the Enemy in an Israeli Military Unit. (New 
York: Berghahn Books, 1998), 98. 
14) Nusseibeh, Once Upon A Country, 114.
15) Shabtai Teveth, Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs: From Peace to War. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 75.
16) Amos Perlmutter, The Military and Politics in Modern Times. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1977), 253.
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the Haganah, “the first Jewish underground in Palestine” on June 25, 1915.17 The 
Haganah became the largest Jewish paramilitary organization in Mandatory Palestine, 
eventually constituting a significant portion of the Israeli Defense Forces, which 
caused Perlmutter to add that in addition to building the nation, the Socialist-Zionist 
movement “also founded the Israeli army.”18 But despite these less-than humanist 
detractions, the nonetheless-humanistic kibbutz movement and those in favor of 
coexistence with their Arab neighbors were still a substantial force within the Yishuv 
of the early 20th Century.

 The question then becomes, what could have caused the humanist aspects of 
Zionism to become completely dominated by militaristic tendencies that eventually 
became a form of ideology? According to Uri Ben-Eliezer, there was a generation gap 
in the late 1930s between the older Zionists and their children. He further elaborates 
on a theory originating with Karl Mannheim: 

The Yishuv’s younger generation interpreted the major historical 
events to which it was exposed, such as the Arab Revolt and the 
White Paper, differently from the adult generation...There were 
buds of a militaristic conception in the youths’ new interpretation of 
reality, which hinted that it was possible and even desirable to solve 
political problems through organized violence.”19 

These actions, in the eyes of the new generation, “undermined two basic Zionist 
assumptions,” which I would argue are assumptions based on the inherently humanistic 
nature of Zionism in the early years.20 These assumptions were “that a Jewish state 
would be established not only through Jewish action but with British help and that a 
peaceful agreement with the Palestinians would be possible.”21

 Ben-Eliezer explains that “militarism comes into being only when the use 
of military force acquires legitimation, is perceived as a positive value and a high 
principle that is right and desirable, and is routinized and institutionalized within 
society.”22 He believes that the Yishuv’s crises of the late 1930s was the catalyst that did 
just that. This is when all the other aforementioned factors come into play, including 
“the Jewish community’s impotence in the face of the Arab Revolt, the shift in British 
Middle East policy and the eruption of the Second World War and the German advance 
toward Palestine.”23 But there is also another internal factor that comes into play here. 
Internal politics solidified militaristic tendencies within the younger generation of 
Jews in the Yishuv. At the time, there was an intense political tug-of-war between 
the political party Mapai, which was controlled by Ben-Gurion and worked under the 

17) Ibid, 254.
18) Ibid, 253.
19) Ben-Eliezer, Israeli Militarism, 33.
20) Ibid, 33.
21) Ibid, 33.
22) Ibid, 7.
23) Ibid, 9.
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British Army, and Hakibbutz Hameuchad, which was associated with the kibbutzim 
as well as the a Haganah elite force known as the Palmach. Hakibbutz Hameuchad 
was essentially forced to associate with Mapai during the 1920s, but as time went on, 
power struggles ensued between them and Hakibbutz Hameuchad gradually began “to 
undertake separate political organizing within Mapai,” and often fought against their 
temporary ally.24 Ben-Eliezer explicitly says that these two “rivals for domination of 
the Yishuv believed that the new military way was a kind of resource which they could 
put to potent political use. They set up virtual private armies, of which they were the 
patrons.”25 In essence, the leaders of the various Zionist factions in Mandatory Palestine 
appropriated the pre-existing militaristic tendencies in the younger generation and 
used them to achieve predetermined political ends. Furthermore, they appropriated 
fears within the Yishuv sparked by the Nazi structural and physical violence against 
Jews in Europe, as well as the physical violence directed at Jews during the Arab 
Revolt in Palestine in the late 1930s. Zionist leaders used the violence as a pretext to 
create paramilitary organizations to be directed against the British, Arab forces, and 
even against rival Zionist organizations all in the name of political power and prestige.

 There appear to be two men who were more responsible than anyone else for 
the development of combative Zionism. The main man, of course, was Ben-Gurion, 
who not only developed the most complex theory regarding the appropriation of these 
feelings within the Yishuv’s youth, but used it “to explain exactly how to defeat the 
White Paper, and in doing so...seized the Yishuv’s imagination” (Teveth 1985: 194).26 
But Ben-Gurion was still very much affiliated with Mapai during the Mandate Period, 
and there was also someone associated with Hakibbutz Hameuchad and the Palmach 
who furthered the cause of combative Zionism. His name was Yitzchak Tabenkin. 
Tabenkin lectured to members of Hakibbutz Hameuchad and encouraged educators 
“to neither ignore nor disparage” what he assumed to be the coming war over Palestine 
after World War II would end.27 Ben-Eliezer goes as far as to say the following:

Tabenkin’s militaristic assumption that the solution by force of arms 
was the necessary, desirable, and ultimate solution in the national 
struggle was central to the link between Hakibbutz Hameuchad and 
the Palmach, which from this time espoused militant Zionism.28

He not only spread the gospel of combative Zionism more than anyone else except 
Ben-Gurion, he was also the second most responsible individual for normalizing 
and making combative Zionism the preferable option in dealing with the Yishuv’s 
problems, which of course was one of the necessary preconditions needed to turn an 
idea into an ideology.  

 Ben-Gurion, on the other hand, not only formulated a plan of his own for 
24) Ibid, 51. 
25) Ibid, 9.
26) Teveth, Palestinian Arabs, 194.
27) Ben-Eliezer, Israeli Militarism, 56.
28) Ibid, 56.
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cultivating and training new soldiers on behalf of Mapai and the Jewish state that 
would soon be born, but also one for fighting the British. Ben-Gurion’s biographer 
Shabtai Teveth is quoted as saying, “In these days [the late 1930s] when the hope 
for a state was crushed, Ben-Gurion redoubled his efforts to breathe life into it.”29 
Teveth explains that Ben-Gurion’s plan to initiate a policy of combative Zionism was 
conceived in May 1938, and was gradually further developed and communicated to 
various other Zionist leaders over the next seven months.30

 The root of this plan had already existed prior to May 1938, and originated 
from several different sources. Sari Nusseibeh cites Teveth as well as Benny Morris 
as sources for a quotation from Ben-Gurion saying “We will expel the Arabs and take 
their place” in a letter to his son in 1936.31 This is substantial evidence indicating Ben-
Gurion already had the intention to use military force to solve the perceived threat of 
Arab demographics to his envisioned but not yet realized Jewish state in Palestine, 
making this a perfect example of a premeditated attempt to use combative Zionism 
against the Arab population of Palestine in response to a perceived conflict of interest. 
However, there appears to be more evidence indicating that a much bigger factor in 
the development of combative Zionism was the rise of Nazi Germany, which is not 
surprising considering the military might of Germany was much more formidable than 
that of the Palestinian Arab factions. In his diary, Ben-Gurion wrote on January 3, 
1939, “We are faced, with an age of Hitler, with the necessity of ‘combative Zionism.’ 
Palestine will be ours if we want it and can take it by force.”32 This of course adds 
credence to the idea that at least part of Ben-Gurion’s motivation behind this new plan 
was Nazi Germany, but it becomes quite clear that a large portion of his motivation 
also came from the Yishuv’s general disenchantment with the British.

 The first part of Ben-Gurion’s plan to initiate combative Zionism involved 
some basic preparations. One of these was a push for an increase in Jewish immigration 
to Palestine. Aside from the fact that an increase in the Jewish population of Palestine 
would be an additional demographic argument for the Zionist leaders to use in swaying 
public opinion in Britain and the United States towards their cause, an increase in 
the Jewish population of Palestine also meant an increase in the number of potential 
soldiers to fight their battles. That is why another of the first steps of Ben-Gurion’s 
plan was “to include military training of youth [and the] establishment of a technical 
training apparatus.”33 Teveth explains just how connected these two concepts were 
to Ben-Gurion, saying that in Ben-Gurion’s mind, “boats would unceasingly bring 
immigrants to the shores of Palestine, where, by the thousands and tens of thousands, 
they would fight, weapons in hand, for their right to seek shelter and establish a state 
of their own in the land of their fathers.”34 There was, of course, a public relations 
dimension to this as well, and Ben-Gurion knew it. If the British tried to prevent Jewish 
29) Shabtai Teveth, Ben-Gurion: The Burning Ground. (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin Company, 1987), 671. 
30) Ibid, 672. 
31) Nusseibeh, Once Upon a Country, 36.
32) Teveth, The Burning Ground, 668.
33) Ibid, 674.
34) Ibid, 670.
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refugees from reaching Palestine, or even tried to fire on the ships carrying them, it 
would cast the Zionists in Palestine as the victim and the British as evil monsters, 
helping Zionist public relations within the Diaspora. The British would not be able to 
continue such a violent course of action that hindered the Yishuv’s growing power and 
most of the Jewish masses would not be prevented from entering Palestine. This is a 
prime example of how Ben-Gurion attempted to provoke violence from the British in 
order to promote the use of violence as an acceptable and even preferable means to 
solve the Yishuv’s problems, only one of which being the White Paper. It is a slight 
variation of a tactic Sari Nusseibeh would later attribute to the Israeli governments in 
the First and Second Intifada.

 The next part of the plan involved a feint: being willing to participate in a set 
of talks between Jewish and Arab representatives of Palestine held by the British in 
February 1939. However, Teveth makes it clear that many Jews in the Yishuv did not 
want to attend such talks, expecting them to be “little more than window dressing.”35 
This is not altogether surprising, considering that British and American commissions 
investigating the best courses of action in Palestine were not always inclined to support 
the Zionist agenda. One such commission was the American King-Crane Commission 
of 1919. Middle Eastern Historian Michael Oren, and current Israeli Ambassador to 
the United States, describes the commission’s bias:

The authors claimed that they had begun their study “with deep sense 
of sympathy for the Jewish cause” and “with minds predisposed in 
its favor,” but had been “driven” by their findings to strenuously 
oppose the idea [of a Jewish state in Palestine].36

 But Ben-Gurion decided to attend the talks anyway out of a fear that his 
absence would only further sour public opinion in Britain and the United States against 
Zionism, and because “the talks would likely provide Zionism with an international 
forum in which to prepare public opinion for combative Zionism.”37 In addition to 
being further evidence of Ben-Gurion’s understanding of the importance of public 
relations to his cause, it is important to note here that Teveth does not say that the 
talks would provide Ben-Gurion or even Mapai as a whole with this opportunity, but 
Zionism as a whole, implying that most if not all Zionist leaders in Palestine decided 
to go along with Ben-Gurion’s proposal in the end despite their earlier reticence. It is 
also important to note that in addressing the entire Jewish delegation at the conference, 
Ben-Gurion, playing the role of the head of the nation, announced “Our policy goal 
is a Jewish state,” not a binational one.38 During the talks, when questioned regarding 
the Yishuv’s security should the British vacate Palestine, Ben-Gurion continuously 
highlighted the Yishuv’s ability and desire to defend itself, as well as the Zionist 

35) Ibid, 669.
36) Michael Oren. Power, Faith, and Fantasy: America in the Middle East 1776 to Present. (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 2007), 389.    
37) Teveth, The Burning Ground, 669.
38) Ibid, 671.



99The Roots of Combative Zionism
leadership’s intention of promoting extensive Jewish immigration to Palestine.39 
Based on the lack of any concrete attempts at reconciliation on the part of the Zionist 
delegation, not to mention the various stated objectives that were not peaceful in the 
slightest, it is clear that the talks were only attended because they were one step on 
the way for Ben-Gurion to promote his own cause, his own party, and himself to the 
highest rank in the leadership of the Yishuv.

 Immediately following the unsuccessful conference, the infamous White 
Paper was issued by the British, which severely limited Jewish immigration to Palestine 
as well as Jewish land purchases. It even “abandoned the 1937 Peel Commission plan 
to partition Palestine and to create a Jewish state.”40 This was neither what Ben-Gurion 
expected nor wanted. 

 However, it still worked to his advantage. Ben-Gurion and other Zionist 
leaders used the White Paper to rile up the younger generation and their militant 
proclivities to support their particular breed of combative Zionism. Violence was 
being used to support further retributive militant actions; after the conference, 
Ben-Gurion played the self-defined role of the “Zionist preacher,” embarking on 
a tour throughout Palestine. He began differentiating between the Zionism of 
the late 1930s and early 1940s and the Zionism of previous years, claiming in a 
speech to the Mapai party in April 1939 that there had been two previous periods 
in Zionist history and that they were about to enter a third. Teveth records the 
following from the speech:

Until now there have been two periods of Zionism. The first from 
1880 until the outbreak of the world war...an attempt to implement 
Zionism with no legal basis. The second...the Mandatory period, in 
which Zionism was implemented on the basis of certain political 
rights. It is evident that we now stand at the threshold of a third 
period...a period of Zionist realization on the basis of state rule.41

Although Ben-Gurion was often quite vague as to how he was supposed to bring 
about this third period of Zionist history based on state rule, one of the main subjects 
of these speeches was, not surprisingly, the empowerment of the younger generation, 
which he did not even attempt to deny would be a tactic based on the “accumulation of 
power [and the] enlarging of power.”42 He was quoted as saying, “Zionist policy is first 
and foremost a policy of power...policy means power...and the center of this power 
is the young generation.”43 Essentially, Ben-Gurion was saying that the first two eras 
of Zionist history were not eras in which the Zionists attempted to bring about their 
desired goal of a Zionist state through the use of force, whereas the approaching third 
39) Ibid, 670.
40) Rashid Khalidi, The Iron Cage: The Story of the Palestinian Struggle for Statehood (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 2006), 114.   
41) Teveth, The Burning Ground, 668.
42) Ben-Eliezer, Israeli Militarism, 66.
43) Ibid, 66. 



100 Lights: The MESSA Journal     Fall 2012     Vol. 2    No. 1

era would be. He pleaded to the Yishuv that “we must assist the British army as though 
there were no White Paper; and we must oppose the White Paper as though there were 
no world war.”44 They were fighting everyone at the same time, which was “intended 
to strengthen the Yishuv” in order “to make it a power of consequence.”45 It is also 
important to acknowledge how the phrase “we must assist the British army” is not 
just a statement calling on the Jews of the Yishuv to support the British establishment. 
It is also Ben-Gurion’s personal promotion of serving in the Mapai-endorsed British 
army, as compared to its Hakibbutz Hameuchad rival paramilitary organization, the 
Palmach. 

 Not surprisingly, the younger generation responded well to this, because 
many of them, particularly those on kibbutzim, were not permitted to become a part 
of what Tabenkin described as “the cult of the uniform” because of a labor shortage 
on most kibbutzim.46 Ben-Gurion further won the support of the younger generation 
by enforcing “the first universal call-up order in the history of the Zionist movement” 
in May 1941.47 This provided the militant younger generation with the real military 
experience so many of them craved. This was particularly appreciated by those 
members of the younger generation who seemed to be disenchanted with the Palmach, 
which occasionally forced its members to do more labor on the kibbutzim than military 
service. This provided Ben-Gurion with an exclusive military organization for the 
Mapai that was united against Hakibbutz Hameuchad and its Palmach. All of these 
things culminated in a net gain for Ben-Gurion because it helped him accumulate 
power from all corners of the Yishuv.

 One aspect that is of the utmost importance to understanding combative 
Zionism and how it became a mainstream ideology in the Yishuv is the militant 
spirit of the younger generation, how greatly it differed from that of their parents’ 
generation, and how it came to be that way. This younger generation of Jews in 
Mandatory Palestine was the first generation in centuries not born into exile and the 
first born in the Holy Land. Because of this fact, they had a completely different 
view of the world than their parents. Ben-Eliezer explains that when it came to their 
opinions of the Diaspora, they tended to view it in terms that were almost entirely 
negative, interpreting the entirety of Jewish life outside Palestine as not only a place 
where Jews were mistreated, but also a place where the Jews themselves were weak. 
Jewish mistreatment in the Diaspora was such an outrage for them that at times it 
bordered on the pathological, such that they considered the Jews of the Diaspora as 
getting what they deserved. Referring to a young Jewish man who lived in Palestine 
during the Holocaust named Moshe Tabenkin, Ben-Eliezer quotes him as saying “it 
is not because we are in the right that we are being slaughtered...The shame of our 
weakness is no less terrible. At this time ‘negation of the Diaspora’ has become for me 
hatred of the exile. Our weakness today is to blame. It is despicable. It is a crime!”48 
44) Teveth, Palestinian Arabs, 195. 
45) Ibid, 195.
46) Ben-Eliezer, Israeli Militarism, 53.
47) Ibid, 67.
48) Ibid, 97.
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Of course, this young man’s response for how to stop Jewish suffering was “a thirst for 
power, sensitivity for power, a ‘craze’ for power. True power. Ours. At our disposal.”49 
And to make it absolutely clear how normal such terrifying statements were, he 
emphasizes that these statements were “not exceptional; most young people used 
similar terminology.”50 What was important to them was a connection to the Land of 
Israel, that they would remain “whole in body and in spirit.”51 Ben-Eliezer wrote that 
they were “raised on Hebrew soil and in a Hebrew culture”: it is very important to 
observe that he did not use the adjective Jewish to describe his land or his culture.52 
He even quotes a Palmach journal in which a youth from this time period later recalled 
the following:

There was an inclination...to recoil from everything that had a 
Jewish ring. Supposedly we held our heads higher [than Jews in the 
Diaspora] and therefore warranted a different definition. That is, by 
going to the Palmach, we could feel that we were Hebrew.53

Again, it does not say that this man felt Jewish by going to the Palmach: it says he felt 
Hebrew. It is also important to note how military service is so strongly correlated to 
living in the Land of Israel and being Hebrew in this sentence, showing how quickly 
combative Zionism became an ideology in Palestine. This marked such a stark 
departure not only from their parents’ generation, but from anything their mostly-
European ancestors had ever experienced before, that Ben-Eliezer brilliantly sums up 
these young people’s attitudes as being “an instinct of revenge mixed with a power-
based military ethos completely detached from Jewish history.”54

 It is here that it becomes clear how militant tendencies amongst the younger 
generation became ideology. I have already well established how the leaders of 
both Mapai and Hakibbutz Hameuchad, as well as these parties’ “bearers of arms,” 
“attempted to obtain legitimacy for their activities and roles in the Yishuv.”55 I have 
now also established not only how the younger generation began to identify themselves 
separately from their parents’ generation, and separately within themselves based on 
whether their true loyalties lay to the British Army or the Palmach, but also how these 
divisions were helped along by “the development of a style and the use of stratification 
strategies designed to produce exclusivity and uniqueness” by the higher-ups of both 
Mapai and Hakibbutz Hameuchad.56 Ben-Eliezer then articulates what happened next 
in a way that a summary would not do justice: 

The military solution gradually became acceptable and legitimate, 

49) Ibid, 97.
50) Ibid, 97.
51) Ibid, 97.
52) Ibid, 97.
53) Ibid, 98.
54) Ibid, 96.
55) Ibid, 94. 
56) Ibid, 94.
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a sort of status convention that determined life chances and granted 
honor and prestige. And when the cultural capital that the military 
groups had accumulated was invested in an attempt to influence 
politics and challenge power relations, the military way turned into 
an ideology.57

 
 The negated Diaspora was the only perception the younger generation had 
of a reality outside of Palestine that was much more complicated than of which they 
were aware. They perceived an incompatibility with what little of the Jewish culture 
from the Diaspora that their parents maintained in Palestine, just as they perceived that 
every Jew in the Diaspora was a pale weakling, regardless of how true this actually 
was. It was, in essence, a self-fulfilling prophecy of truly ideological proportions. 
Because they wanted to be different from their skewed sense of the other, they did 
feel different, and they acted different. This was further enforced by the repetitive 
militaristic ideology that was merely reflected back at them by the leaders of Mapai 
and Hakibbutz Hameuchad. As military service and military actions began to address 
many of the younger generations’ problems, some of which being even as basic as 
gaining a sense of belonging to a unique group and finding some sort of purpose in 
life, it became further accepted by the greater Jewish culture of Palestine as the norm. 
It became habitualized and routine and they became further entrenched in a militaristic 
ideology. They perceived an entire world beyond the Land of Israel that only sought 
their annihilation; regardless of how true it actually was, it was true for them in their 
reality. This is not to say that there were not credible threats to the security of the 
Yishuv, merely that how real these threats were did not affect these people’s decision-
making process. This was because they became subjects to this ideology without 
being aware of its imposed and purely external nature. And of course, as they grew up 
and had children, their children grew up in this newly-established environment, and 
they inherited their parents’ newly-discovered ideology.

 Now would be an appropriate time to examine the last way in which Ben-
Gurion’s plan was not seen through to fruition. The combination of the Holocaust and 
the White Paper ensured that the epic quantities of boats carrying Jewish refugees to 
Palestine that Ben-Gurion expected didn’t arrive. In a rather biased, yet nonetheless 
tragic fashion, Teveth concludes his book Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs 
by explaining, “There were few ships, and no need to fire on them.”58 However, he 
counter-balances this melodramatic epithet by using his concluding paragraph to 
quote Ben-Gurion in 1937, even before the truly-horrific dimensions of the Holocaust 
began, as saying that “Jewish suffering is also a political factor...whoever says that 
Hitler diminished our strength, is not telling the whole truth.”59 Ben-Gurion was 
already using public relations as a political tactic and violence was already being used 
to justify further violence as early as 1937.

57) Ibid, 94.
58) Teveth, Palestinian Arabs, 196.
59) Ibid, 196.
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 A combination of several factors led to the creation of a militant ideology 
within mainstream Zionism called combative Zionism. The new generation, having 
been born in Palestine, viewed the threats of Nazi Germany and their Palestinian 
Arab neighbors as problems that, because of their inbred distaste for the Diaspora 
that was derived from a perception that Gentiles mistreated Jews and that Jews in the 
Diaspora were weak, would be best resolved by them, the new Hebrew generation, 
using force. From there, the leaders of Mapai and Hakibbutz Hameuchad saw the 
potential in harnessing this generation and began to spew back at them a glorified 
set of militaristic values and beliefs that were often foreign to them, but not to their 
children. This helped them both organize their respective paramilitary organizations 
and fight each other over the main power in the Yishuv.  After the release of the White 
Paper, Ben-Gurion announced that it was their duty to fight the White Paper while 
also helping the British fight the Nazis. This further trained the Yishuv’s paramilitary 
organizations and helped them prepare for the war Ben-Gurion and many others 
assumed was coming over Palestine after World War II ended. Eventually, militaristic 
tendencies in these organizations and in society as a whole became so normalized that 
it became a militaristic ideology held by an entire nation that was not even aware of 
its existence. Thus, mainstream Zionism became combative Zionism.  

Works Cited

Althusser, Louis. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an 
Investigation).” The Anthropology of the State: A Reader. A. Sharma and A. 
Gupta, eds. Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2006.    

Ben-Ari, Eyal. Mastering Soldiers: Conflict, Emotions, and the Enemy in an Israeli 
Military Unit. New York: Berghahn Books, 1998. 

Ben-Eliezer, Uri. The Making of Israeli Militarism. Bloomington: Indiana University  
 Press, 1998.  

Khalidi, Rashid. The Iron Cage: The Story of the Palestinian Struggle for Statehood. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 2006.   

Nusseibeh, Sari. Once Upon A Country: A Palestinian Life. New York: Farrar, Straus  
 and Giroux, 2007. 

Oren, Michael. Power, Faith, and Fantasy: America in the Middle East 1776 to 
Present. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2007.    

Perlmutter, Amos. The Military and Politics in Modern Times. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1977. 

Teveth,  Shabtai.  Ben-Gurion:   The   Burning   Ground.  Boston:  Houghton-Mifflin   
 Company, 1987.  



104 Lights: The MESSA Journal     Fall 2012     Vol. 2    No. 1

Teveth, Shabtai. Ben-Gurion and the Palestinian Arabs: From Peace to War. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1985. 

Tolan,  Sandy.  The  Lemon Tree: An  Arab, a  Jew, and the Heart of the Middle East.  
 New York: Bloomsbury, 2006. 


